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I arise in the morning torn between a desire to 
improve the world and a desire to enjoy the world. 
This makes it hard to plan the day. 

—E. B. WHITE 
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Few college courses generate as much public attention and con¬ 
troversy as the one that led to this book. The New York Times 
called the course Idealism 101, and Boston Magazine wrote: “If 
Harvard’s most popular course, Economics 10, prepares econ 
majors to become employee-axing, environment-wrecking 
CEOs, its second most popular course (and largest elective)... 
goes the other way, leading its students toward St. Francis-style 
sainthood.” The course, the magazine continued, is “taught by 
the slim, wispy-voiced, and vaguely monkish Brian Palmer.” 

How did a course in the religion program, led by someone 
Slate magazine correctly described as an “obscure lecturer,” at¬ 
tract international media coverage and as many as six hundred 
students per semester? To understand that turn of events, one 
can begin four years ago at a tent city that appeared in Harvard 
Yard. 

During the neoliberal 1990s, Harvard subcontracted jobs and 
paid miserly wages to the people who mowed the lawns, mopped 
the floors, and cooked the potatoes. An employee at the world’s 
wealthiest university could work full-time and be homeless at 
night. 

Many students pleaded on these workers’ behalf, but to no 
avail. Then, in April 2001, fifty students stormed into the Har¬ 
vard president’s office. They carried backpacks full of food and 
cell phones and announced that they would occupy the office 
until an adequate “Living Wage” was paid to the janitors and 
cooks. 

The campus was electrified. Daily demonstrations took place 
outside the president’s office, and dining-hall workers delivered 
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free pizzas to the occupiers through the windows. Dozens of 
people began camping in tents in Harvard Yard, ready to bear 
witness at any hour if the police tried to remove the protesters 
by force. 

Harvard’s manicured lawns became a space of human con¬ 
nection as never before, complete with signs renaming the 
walkways after such figures as Mahatma Gandhi and Nelson 
Mandela. Coming home from my office in the evening, I would 
often encounter groups of students and workers discussing 
strategies or singing protest songs. 

This went on for three weeks. The university’s power holders 
—known as the Harvard Corporation—were increasingly em¬ 
barrassed by the media coverage they received, with stories 
spotlighting the gap between golden-parachuted money man¬ 
agers and hard-knocks janitors. On Day 21, the corporation 
agreed to a process that would establish a Living Wage for the 
workers who sustain this preparatory school for tomorrow’s 
elites. The alliance of workers, students, and teachers had won 
an astonishing victory. 

In that atmosphere of engagement and hope, my students 
and I began to notice the injuries of inequality that secured 
our affluence. We interviewed cooks and cleaners and security 
guards. In a university fed by the donations of billionaires, we 
read Barbara Ehrenreich’s words about a different kind of phi¬ 
lanthropy. The working poor, she wrote, are “the major philan¬ 
thropists of our society. They neglect their own children so 
that the children of others will be cared for; they live in sub¬ 
standard housing so that other homes will be shiny and perfect; 
they endure privation so that inflation will be low and stock 
prices will be high. To be a member of the working poor is 
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to be an anonymous donor, a nameless benefactor, to everyone 
else.” 

These concerns became the central theme of my courses and 
thereby of this book: How are we to live in a world of gaping in¬ 
equalities? What are we to do when other people are being hurt? 
What are the obligations of those who are comfortable to those 
who suffer? 

The Living Wage struggle had prompted me and many of my 
students to examine what the late Susan Sontag called “the in¬ 
adequacy of our response to the simultaneity of wildly contrast¬ 
ing human fates.” She remembered the philosopher Voltaire: 
“Hearing the news of the earthquake that leveled Lisbon on 
Nov. 1,1755 ... the great Voltaire was struck by our inveterate in¬ 
ability to take in what happened elsewhere. ‘Lisbon lies in ruins,’ 
Voltaire wrote, ‘and here in Paris we dance.’ ” Or here in Har¬ 
vard Square. 

One of my graduate students, Kate Holbrook, and I planned 
a new course to address how one might live in such a world. 
What does it mean to live deliberately, as Henry David Thoreau 
once put it? How can one “make a difference”? The course was 
to be called Personal Choice and Global Transformation, and it 
was set to begin on September 12, 2001. 

On September 11, as my mother’s kitchen rattled when the 
second plane struck the World Trade Center and my brother- 
in-law evacuated a day-care center at the Pentagon, I wondered 
what my students needed to hear and what I was capable of say¬ 
ing at a time when we all felt overwhelmed and heartbroken. 

The next day, I organized my lecture around a diary entry by 
the former UN secretary general Dag Hammarskjold: “God has 
a use for you, even though what He asks doesn’t happen to suit 
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you at the moment.” On that day of smoldering ashes, many of us 
felt that the world might have a use for us, the world might need 
our services, in ways that we did not intend or wish for. 

Just then, students in fields ranging from computer science to 
botany to law shared a common interest in influencing a world 
gone wrong. As enrollment in my course swelled during the fol¬ 
lowing days, we had to move the class four times to larger and 
larger lecture halls. 

My teaching philosophy began with the recognition that nei¬ 
ther I nor anyone else had definitive answers to the ethical and 
political questions we were exploring. Before each semester, 
Kate and I scheduled a dozen or more individuals to visit the 
course for in-class interviews. These persons ranged from jani¬ 
tors to billionaires, from professors to corporate CEOs to nuns. 
They shared only a seriousness about the need to confront the 
world’s violence and injustice. 

Our guests did not give any lectures. Instead, the students 
read work by or about them (lecture in French means “reading”). 
Groups of students prepared questions in advance and posed 
them during the interviews. Kate and I trotted about the audi¬ 
torium with portable microphones, periodically intervening 
with comments and questions of our own. 

Students found this format enlivening. They often sought 
to press our guests—to take up difficult issues that seemed to 
have been overlooked or evaded in the articles we read. At other 
times the focus was on the preparation and thought that had 
enabled our visitors to make difficult personal choices, such as 
the decision to become a whistle-blower or to work in a war zone. 
Student reflections continued after each interview, in discussion 
sections, daily writing assignments, Web-based exchanges, and 
weekly class dinners in Harvard dining halls. 
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For the guests, the experience of being grilled by a group of 
energetic young people was often profound and vivifying. One 
guest, Robert Reich, credits his course visit with tipping the 
scales for his decision—made later the same day—to run for 
governor of Massachusetts. (To the disappointment of students 
who flocked to his campaign, he didn’t get the job.) 

Some interviews moved students and guests alike to tears, 
as when a Harvard dining-hall worker spoke of the love she feels 
toward the people she serves. Other days were tragicomic: a 
seminude guest from an animal-rights organization staged an 
antifur protest in Harvard Square, only to miss his interview 
while under arrest for indecent exposure. And interviews could 
occasionally become tense, as when Harvard’s president, Law¬ 
rence Summers, bristled at a student’s question about why the 
college gives an automatic advantage in admissions to the chil¬ 
dren of its alumni. 

In selecting interviews for inclusion in the pages that follow, 
my coeditors and I looked for material of enduring significance, 
beyond the particular place and time of the course. Some dis¬ 
cussions were left out because they were tied to specific mo¬ 
ments, such as the run-up to the invasion of Iraq. Others were 
too Harvard-centric to be of broader interest. And some guests 
did not want their interviews to be published. 

What remains is a set of sixteen conversations, each one 
full of idiosyncratic formulations as students and guests strug¬ 
gle to say what they mean. It is that rough-hewn quality that 
makes the texts captivating. Lacking professional caution and 
PR polish, these interviews have an openhearted quality, ad¬ 
mitting weaknesses and suggesting that the conversation is not 
finished. 

As the thirteenth-century saint Albertus Magnus put it, “The 
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greatest of all human pleasures is to seek the truth in conversa¬ 
tion.” My colleagues and I hope that the conversations in this 
book will spark many others. 

Brian C . W. Palmer 
Stockholm, Sweden 
June 200,5 
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Asking the Questions 
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The son of a working-class family, Howard Zinn had his political 
consciousness ignited after serving as a unionized shipyard 
worker and later as an airforce pilot during World War II. As 
an activist, writer, and teacher, he has been the voice of dissent 
ever since. Professor emeritus of political science at Boston Uni¬ 
versity, Zinn is the recipien t of the Thomas Merton, Eugene V. 
Debs, and Lannan Foundation Awards. The author of more than 
twenty books, he is best known for his powerful memoir. You 
Can’t Be Neutral on a Moving Train: A Personal History of 
Our Times, and A People’s History of the United States: 1492- 
Present, which traces American history through marginalized 
voices and has sold more than one million copies. In this inter¬ 
view, Zinn relates personal and historical anecdotes to illustrate 
the inner workings of democracy. He also proposes differing 
visions of the history of U. S. warfare, the American soldier, and 
the American Dream. 

Question: In your book You Cant Be Neutral Moving on a Moving 
Train, you discuss how we are all susceptible to changing atti¬ 
tudes and beliefs. Can you describe a time when you experi¬ 
enced a change in attitudes and beliefs, and what sparked that 
change? 

Howard Zinn: You mean I have to admit that I was not born with all 
the wonderful ideas that I now have, that I changed at a certain 
point? I went to this demonstration in Times Square—in the 
book, I sort of dramatize this a little, exaggerate, lie—and that 
was a point at which an important view of mine changed. I was a 
teenager growing up in a working-class neighborhood with sort 
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of liberal ideas that were vaguely antiwar and anti-bad things. 
I had read Upton Sinclair and Jack London and Dickens and so 
on, but I still had certain illusions about American democracy, 
and how, when things are bad, it is because they are deviations 
from a fundamental democratic notion. I still had the idea that 
there are evil forces and good forces, and then there is the gov¬ 
ernment in between; the government is a neutral arbiter. When 
you are growing up, you like to think of policemen as neutral. So 
I went to this demonstration, which was a vaguely Communist 
demonstration. I didn’t know. I swear, I didn’t know! Please, tell 
everybody I didn’t know it was a Communist demonstration. At 
a certain point, a mounted officer attacked this peaceful demon¬ 
stration, and soon after, I was smacked by a policeman, by either 
his fist or a club, and I was knocked unconscious. Then, when I 
woke up—now I am overdramatizing this—the sky cleared. 

It suddenly occurred to me: police do not attack peaceful 
demonstrations. After all, we have a bill of rights, freedom of 
speech, and freedom of assembly. But they were attacking all 
these people. It occurred to me that the government is not neu¬ 
tral; the government is generally on the side of privilege and 
power, and the Bill of Bights has only as much meaning as who¬ 
ever has power to enforce it or ignore it. That was a turning 
point, you might say, from being a liberal to being a radical. A 
liberal still has some faith in the goodwill of the system: the U.S. 
really doesn’t mean to do ill in Iraq, we all have good intentions, 
we had good intentions in Vietnam, it was just a mistake, as Mc¬ 
Namara would say. A radical says, “No, the truth is they do not 
have good intentions, their interests are different than most of 
the people.” 

I will point to one other turning point, which is connected, 
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because I must have still harbored some innocence about the 
role of government. I taught at Spelman College, a black womens 
college in Atlanta, from 1956 to 1963, and I became involved in 
the movement there. Sometimes you know something vaguely, 
but then it is brought home to you powerfully. What was brought 
home to me powerfully was that you could not depend on the 
government or the Constitution if you had some deep grievance 
with the society. If there is some serious problem in the society, 
it is not going to be solved by the initiative of the government or 
by what the law says; it is going to come from what the people 
themselves do. That came from watching the presumably liberal 
federal government of Kennedy and Johnson not willing to do 
anything to enforce the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments 
of the Constitution until the black people in the South rose up 
to do it by themselves. They got out and they protested and they 
went to jail and they got beaten and some of them got killed, and 
they created a commotion in the nation—and in the world— 
that finally caused the government of Kennedy and Johnson to 
begin to move in the direction of ending racial segregation. For 
me, this was a lesson in democracy. Democracy is what the peo¬ 
ple do; it is not what the government does. 

Question: In You Can’t Be Neutral on a Moving Train you write 
about how the situation in the United States today requires not 
just a new president or new laws but an uprooting of the old or¬ 
der, the introduction of a new kind of society. You write about a 
classless society of true democracy and true freedom, one that 
provides at least the most basic necessities: food, housing, and 
health care. These are ideals that very few people would dis¬ 
agree with, yet it seems difficult to find examples of countries 
and societies today, or even throughout history, that fit these 
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ideals. Could you give us examples of a society today or in history 
that you believe other societies should emulate? 

HZ: Usually that question comes in a slightly different form. After I 
have said something very critical about the United States, which 
I occasionally do, the question is usually a very truculent one: 
well, where else would you like to live? Once, after I had given a 
talk at some high school assembly, a student who was obviously 
not very happy with what I had said asked, “Why do you live in 
this country?” Good question. Are there any societies that I 
would be happier with? There are no societies in the world that 
are ideal, so the question is very complex. 

There are things about the United States, obviously, which are 
very good. We have freedom of speech in this country to an ex¬ 
tent that most countries in the world do not have, although we 
also have limitations on that freedom, which have to do with 
money and power and media control. We have a standard of liv¬ 
ing in this country, at least for the middle classes, that is higher 
than the standard of living in most places in the world, but you 
have to leave out the bottom forty million people in the popula¬ 
tion from that description. There are countries that have better 
social programs than we do. There are countries that have uni¬ 
versal free medical care, which we do not have, leaving forty 
million of our people without health insurance. There are coun¬ 
tries that have better unemployment benefits and more sub¬ 
sidized housing. There are countries where the difference 
between the rich and the poor is not as stark as it is in this coun¬ 
try. But there is no system, no country in the world that I can 
point to as ideal. 

I can think of two times in history when people created soci¬ 
eties that seem to me worth emulating. One of these was in the 
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few months of the Paris Commune in 1871. For a brief time in 
1871, the Paris Commune had something very close to a real 
democracy. Decisions were made in democratic forums all over 
Paris, and the members of the Commune—that is, the repre¬ 
sentatives, the leaders—established that they would get no wage 
higher than that of the average worker in Paris. Try that with our 
senators and congressmen. It was a situation where the theater 
was free, where culture flourished. It was a remarkably demo¬ 
cratic society for a few months—I guess too democratic—so it 
was crushed by the French army coming in from Versailles. 

The other model is Catalonia in the first months of the Span¬ 
ish Civil War. If you read George Orwell’s Homage to Catalonia 
—he was in the Spanish Civil War—he describes what happens 
when the anarchists took over Barcelona. The phrase “took over” 
does not exactly fit the idea of anarchists, but anarchism, you 
might say, flourished in Barcelona for about six months in the 
early years of the Spanish Civil War. Orwell describes how in this 
remarkably egalitarian society, people shared things, and there 
was virtually no crime because people had the things they 
needed or could get the things they needed by exchanging goods 
and services with other people. It was a peaceful society until 
the forces from the outside moved in to destroy it. 

We would have to pick and choose from among good societies 
in the world to find an ideal society. In the United States, as I 
said, there are lots of things you can point to which are good, but 
we need some serious correcting before we have a good society. 
It is particularly shameful that we have such a gross national 
product—it is gross in that it is used for purposes that do not ad¬ 
vance human needs. Much of GNP goes to the military budget, 
and much of the wealth is siphoned off into the upper 1 percent 
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of the population. With the great resources, wealth, talent that 
we have in the United States, we could really create an ideal so¬ 
ciety, but we have not so far. 

Question: You wrote, “I’ve always resented the smug statements of 
politicians of how in America, if you worked hard, you would be¬ 
come rich.” Many of us believe this. We have always been told 
that if we work hard, we will succeed. Do you not believe in this 
ethic of the American Dream? 

HZ: No. I do not believe in the fantasy—I don’t even want to call it a 
dream—that there is some necessary relationship between how 
hard you work and how prosperous and successful you are. Sure, 
there are people who work hard and become successful. Some¬ 
times there is a relationship; often there isn’t. The point is that 
there is no necessary relationship. A lot also depends on what 
you consider work. Sometimes people think that the president of 
the university works fifty times as hard as the janitor at the uni¬ 
versity. I don’t think so. Society certainly does not reward peo¬ 
ple with material benefits on the basis of how hard they work. A 
typical CEO in the sixties had an income about forty times the 
income of the average American worker. Today it is four hun¬ 
dred times. It is ridiculous; how hard does a CEO work? 

I think of people who are nurses, social workers, elementary 
or high school teachers. I think of people who work hard doing 
very useful things, and they barely have enough money to get by. 
I think of artists and musicians and actors and poets who have 
such a hard time in this free-market society. The market dooms 
people like that to a subsistence living. 

Whether you become prosperous or not does not depend on 
how hard you work or how smart you are. How do you calculate 
smartness? Do you go by IQ tests? Some people are smart at 
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tilings that make a lot of money, and others are smart at things 
that do not make a lot of money. Certainly there is no correlation 
between how prosperous or materially successful you become 
and what contribution you make to society. All you have to do is 
look at the fortunes that are made by people who produced poi¬ 
sons or nuclear weapons. 

Question: In an article for the Boston Globe, “The Case against the 
War in Iraq,” you write that President Bush’s doctrine of pre¬ 
emptive war should be the focus of a national debate “far beyond 
the limited vision of the Capitol and the White House.” How¬ 
ever, as you point out in You Cant Be Neutral on a Moving Train, 
many people in the United States today continue to work multi¬ 
ple jobs simply to put food on the table. How can we expect cit¬ 
izens living in poverty to actively participate in democracy when 
they do not have the time, resources, or energy necessary to con¬ 
sider national issues? 

HZ: There is no doubt what you are suggesting is true. People who 
have to spend a lot of their time just working to survive are go¬ 
ing to have a more difficult time participating. It is very clear 
that 50 percent of potential voters do not vote in presidential 
elections, and those people are predominantly people at the 
lower income levels. This suggests, for one, that they are too con¬ 
sumed with their own problems—maybe working two jobs or 
three jobs to keep the family going—to participate in the polit¬ 
ical process. Second, precisely because of the conditions that 
they live under—and they have lived under those conditions 
whether the Democrats or Republicans are in power—they 
have the feeling that voting is not really going to help them 
whichever party gets in power. The people at that level, the peo¬ 
ple who are working very hard to make a living, are out of the po- 
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litical process, a process in which, even if they did participate, 
the results would be very limited. 

Yet this is not a static situation. We have to expand the idea 
of political participation beyond the idea of electoral politics. In 
the fifties and sixties, when black people went out into the streets 
and demonstrated and protested and sat in and created a com¬ 
motion in the country, they were participating in the political 
process even if they did not vote—and in the South, most of 
them were unable to vote. So political participation is open to 
people in the low-income groups or people of color who have 
been shut out in one way or another; they can participate, but 
they do not do it through electoral politics. Similarly, workers 
who feel exploited and want to change their working conditions 
may not participate in electoral politics, but they may organize 
unions, go on strike, conduct boycotts, and in that way they are 
participating in a political process which historically has proved 
more important than voting. 

Question: How were you so convinced of the mission of World War 
II, enough to leave your family and wife behind, potentially 
sacrificing your life? What dangers do you see now in this so- 
called blind faith in a cause? 

HZ: I volunteered for the air force in World War II because I had 
been reading about fascism, Mussolini, Hitler, and I had been 
watching in the newspapers the sweep of Hitler across Europe. 
It became clear to me that this was a cause that was worth fight¬ 
ing for: the defeat of fascism. I wanted to play a part in that and 
volunteered for the air force. After the end of the war, I began to 
think that even this good war, this best of wars, had to be recon¬ 
sidered in moral terms; it was more complex than simply a good 
war. There were all sorts of facts that had to be taken into ac- 
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count in assessing this war, and even if you took them all into 
account, there is no assessment that could make it simply a 
good war. 

When my crew and I finished our bombing missions in Eu¬ 
rope, the war in Europe was over, but the war with Japan was still 
going on, so we flew the plane that we had been bombing with 
back to the United States and then had a thirty-day furlough. 
After that, we would be going on to the Pacific to drop bombs on 
Japan. On this thirty-day furlough, my wife and I decided that 
we would take an excursion into the country. We stopped at a 
bus stop and saw the newspaper, the headline of which read, 
“Atomic Bomb Dropped on Hiroshima.” I remember both of us 
thinking, “Good!” But I had no idea what the atomic bomb was; 
I just knew it was a bigger bomb and would probably bring the 
war to an end. “Great, I don’t have to go to the Pacific.” But I had 
no idea what the atomic bomb was or what it did. Then, after the 
war, I read John Hersey’s book Hiroshima. What John Hersey 
did was go to Hiroshima after the blast and talk to the survivors 
—people who were blind, people without legs or arms, people 
whose skin you could not look at. Suddenly, the human results 
of aerial bombing came to me in a way that had never occurred 
while I was dropping bombs. When you are dropping bombs 
from thirty thousand feet—keep this in mind when you hear 
these nice stories of pilots coming back from bombing missions 
in Afghanistan and Iraq—you do not see people, you do not hear 
screams, you do not see mangled limbs on children. This is mod¬ 
ern warfare. That is why you can see a marine in Iraq carrying 
a sign saying, “We killed twenty-six today; it was a good day.” 
Twenty-six who ? Twenty-six what ? 

I thought about a mission I had flown at the very end of the 
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war. The war was over, in effect, except that they sent us over to 
bomb a little town on the Atlantic coast of France because there 
were twenty thousand German soldiers who were there, not do¬ 
ing anything, not bothering anybody, just waiting for the war to 
end. Somebody up there decided that they would send twelve 
hundred heavy bombers over to this little town of Lyon, drop¬ 
ping a new kind of bomb which they called jelly gasoline— 
napalm. This was the first use of napalm in the European 
theater. You know by now what napalm is and what it does to hu¬ 
man beings. I thought nothing of it at the time. I had no thought 
of getting up in the briefing room, saying, “Why are we doing 
this? The war is over. Why are we dropping more bombs, killing 
more people?” We ended up killing several thousand Germans, 
several thousand French. More medals, more experience with a 
new type of bomb. This is warfare, even in a good war. 

Anyway, I began to rethink the whole question of war, even 
the best of wars. The worst thing about World War II is that it is 
now used as a metaphor for every other war. The good war be¬ 
comes a sort of basis of casting its moral glow over every ugly war 
we have fought since. 

I want to answer your question about how to overcome blind 
loyalty—and it is blind loyalty. You enter the military and you 
don’t think; you do your job. I understand how ordinary people 
can commit atrocities in warfare. Ordinary guys can go up there, 
drop bombs, kill women and children; it is just doing your job. 
You make one judgment at the very beginning of your participa¬ 
tion in the war, the judgment that I am on the right side. There 
is Hitler or Saddam Hussein. Once you make that decision— 
they are the bad guys, we are the good guys—you don’t have to 
think anymore. No more judgments have to be made, no more 
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reconsideration. You have already decided everything, and at 
that point, you can do whatever you want without thinking about 
it. That is how you get the bombing of civilians in enormous 
numbers in Dresden, a hundred thousand dead in Tokyo in one 
night, Hiroshima and Nagasaki. 

I see this painful scene on television where they talk to a 
young GI in Iraq. “Why are you here?” “Well, I feel that I owe 
this to my country.” Really, how do you know you are doing this 
for your country? You are doing this for your government. There 
is a difference between your government and your country. Just 
read the Declaration of Independence, the basic democratic 
document. The government is an artificial creation set up to 
achieve equality, life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. The 
government can violate that, and if it violates that, it is not ful¬ 
filling its charge, and you the people, according to the Declara¬ 
tion of Independence, have the right to overthrow or abolish 
the government. If you have the right to overthrow or abolish the 
government, you have the right to disobey it. 

There are a number of things to do to prevent people from be¬ 
coming blind followers of the march to war, blind followers 
of a process that ends up in the killing of large numbers of ordi¬ 
nary people. The thousands and thousands of Iraqis we have 
killed are not Saddam Hussein. We did not kill Saddam Hussein. 
When you make a war against a tyrant, you kill the victims of the 
tyrant. There is a lot of education to be done, especially among 
high school and college students, about disobedience to govern¬ 
ment. Read Thoreau’s essay “Civil Disobedience.” Read the his¬ 
tory of the Vietnam War. History is very important. Read the 
history of wars and the history of foreign policy—not only our 
wars, because we are just the last of the imperialist powers (at 
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least I hope we are the last)—and you can never again believe 
the president of the United States when he comes before the 
public and says, “We have got to fight this war, we are in danger, 
it is for national security, I am here to defend you, it is a war 
against terrorism,” and all that crap, really. You might not know 
definitively that he is lying, because maybe this is a break from 
history Governments have lied again and again, from the Mexi¬ 
can War, the Spanish-American War, the Korean War, Vietnam 
War, the Panama War, Grenada War, the Gulf War. But this time 
they are telling the truth. Maybe. But you would start out in 
skepticism; you would not rush to believe the president. There 
is a lot of education to be done about history, about the meaning 
of democracy, about the meaning of patriotism. 

Question: Many critics of the war in Iraq emphasize the role that the 
United States played in supporting Saddam Hussein in the Iran- 
Iraq War and also the U.S. failure to acknowledge the genocidal 
attacks on Kurds in northern Iraq. Given past transgressions in 
the Gulf region, doesn’t the U.S. bear some responsibility in try¬ 
ing to fix its mistakes, even if it is fifteen years too late? 

HZ: Let me get your question straight. The fact that in 1986-87 the 
United States supported Saddam Hussein by giving him chem¬ 
ical and biological agents means that the United States bears a 
responsibility to make up for that support of Hussein by now 
getting rid of him? If the object of the United States were to cre¬ 
ate a democratic Iraq and to do it without a war, well, we might 
at least consider it. But so much of what you decide is right or 
wrong in Iraq depends on your estimate of the motives of the 
United States. Given the history of the United States, not just the 
history of what we did to support Saddam Hussein, not just 
the history of giving him chemical and biological weapons, but 
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given the history of the United States in its foreign policy, it is 
very dubious that now we are trying to do the right thing and we 
are trying to create a democratic Iraq. 

I suggest that what the Bush administration is doing is draw¬ 
ing an iron curtain around Iraq and Saddam Hussein and asking 
that the American citizenry focus only on Iraq and only on Sad¬ 
dam Hussein. Focus on what weapons of mass destruction we 
might possibly someday discover. Focus on Saddam Hussein as a 
tyrant, which he is, of course. Focus on his misdeeds of the past 
—“misdeeds” is a euphemism, of course, for torture and impris¬ 
onment and so forth. Focus only on that. That is what they would 
like us to do. 

But I suggest that if you broaden your view geographically 
and historically, then you would be very, very dubious that the 
United States really wants to make up for what it did in the 
1980s. Because the problem is not just making up for what it did 
in the 1980s. The problem is that there is a long history in Amer¬ 
ican foreign policy which goes beyond giving Saddam Hussein 
his weapons of mass destruction in the 1980s; there is a long 
history of the United States giving deadly weapons to military 
dictatorships all over the world and collaborating in the annihi¬ 
lation of people by tyrants in Asia, Africa, and Latin America. 
The history of American support of military juntas and death 
squads is so odious that it would be very hard for me to believe 
that at this point the United States simply wants to make up for 
the sin that it committed in Iraq in the 1980s. It has many, many 
more sins to make up for. 

The history of the United States suggests that making up for 
sins is not its aim. Its aims are the aims of empire. If you look be¬ 
yond the particular situation in Iraq on which they want us to 
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focus alone, if you look at the history of the United States, it is 
a history of expansion—the expansion of political and military 
and economic power—from the American Revolution on. It 
started with the obliteration of the line that the English set west 
of the colonies, saying in the Proclamation of 1763 that you can¬ 
not go into Indian territory. Then after winning the Revolution, 
the Americans moved westward in what was called gently, I re¬ 
member in high school history classes, Westward Expansion, a 
euphemism for annihilating and removing the Indian tribes that 
lived on the continent. That expansion through the nineteenth 
century included instigating a war with Mexico and taking 
half of Mexico, then moving into the Caribbean at the turn of 
the century and pretending to liberate Cuba from Spain. The 
United States freed Cuba from Spain but not from us. Spain 
was out, the United States was in. We instituted American banks, 
American corporations, American railroads, and American mil¬ 
itary bases in Cuba, and also rewrote the Cuban constitution to 
allow military intervention at any time. We so often pretended 
to liberate, operating under names like “Operation Iraqi Free¬ 
dom” and “Operation Just Cause” for our invasion into Panama. 

There is a pattern of imperial wars, like the present war. The 
pattern is a very powerful military nation going into a nation that 
is “backward” and that really has no defenses, and that is true of 
Iraq today. It is not really a war. It is a slaughter. That is what it 
was in the Philippines at the start of the twentieth century, and 
about eight hundred thousand people died. After the victory 
over Spain in Cuba, the U.S. sent an army into the Philippines, 
and unlike the “splendid little war,” as it was called in Cuba, this 
war lasted for years against the Filipinos who wanted indepen¬ 
dence. That pattern of expansion continued with the marines 
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going into Central America again and again, and it continued 
with a long occupation of Haiti and the Dominican Republic 
starting after World War I. After World War II, the U.S. makes a 
deal with Saudi Arabia with Ibn Saud about taking over the 
domination of the oil fields of the Middle East in return for 
keeping this monarch in power. The expansion has continued 
down to the present day; we have one hundred military bases in 
a hundred different countries and our warships on every sea. 
This history of the United States’ power suggests that our mo¬ 
tives for going into Iraq have really nothing to do with redress¬ 
ing a wrong, one wrong among so many in the world. 

Question: You have argued that the United States should pull back 
from being a military superpower and should instead become 
a humanitarian superpower. What would you say in cases such 
as Rwanda and Kosovo, where world opinion demanded U.S. 
intervention and humanitarian aid was impossible without mili¬ 
tary support? Is military force sometimes necessary for human¬ 
itarian goals? 

HZ: Good question. Definition of a good question: one that you can¬ 
not answer. Well, I will do my best. That is a question that is not 
easy to answer because fundamentally I am against war; I am 
against military action. I do not call myself a pacifist because the 
term “pacifist” suggests an absolute prohibition against any kind 
of military action under any circumstances, and I do not want to 
be absolute about anything. I want to leave the way open for the 
possibility, and it is only a possibility, that at certain points in 
history—and they are not too frequent—it maybe useful, it may 
be morally acceptable for a small focused use of force to prevent 
an enormous catastrophe. That was the situation in Rwanda. In 
Rwanda, the show of force by a small UN contingent—a con- 
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tingent that was withdrawn at a critical point with the United 
States playing a very key and very bad role in withdrawing it— 
might have saved huge numbers of lives from the genocide. 

I point to another situation. One of Bill Clinton’s few decent 
moves in foreign policy was when he sent a military force to 
Haiti not to wage war but really to push a military junta out of 
power and bring Aristide, who had been the popular elected 
leader of Haiti, back in power. Those are situations in which a 
small, focused use of force to prevent some large catastrophe 
might be justifiable. 

Kosovo is a more complicated issue. In Kosovo it was not a 
matter of a small and focused use of force. It was a large and un¬ 
differentiated use of force in which we bombed not very specific 
aggressive targets, but rather, we bombed major cities and civil¬ 
ian populations in order to achieve something for Kosovo which 
might very well have been achieved by diplomatic efforts. To get 
the details on that, read Noam Chomsky’s book The New Mili¬ 
tary Humanism: Lessons from Kosovo. There was a humanitar¬ 
ian catastrophe in Kosovo, but I think that indiscriminate use of 
force probably made things worse instead of better. And there 
was probably another solution. There are times when you could 
conceivably suggest military force to solve something, but where 
diplomatic possibilities exist which are not taken, and they are 
generally not taken because the intervening powers really would 
prefer to make war. 

I think of the war in Korea, which does not meet my criteria 
of a just war. The war in Korea was a massive use of military 
force, so massive that several million people were killed in Ko¬ 
rea because North Korea had invaded South Korea, although 
there is a lot of dispute over who provoked whom. However, it 
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was a situation that could have been resolved by diplomacy. 
There were, in fact, attempts to solve it by diplomacy, which the 
United States rejected in the first few months of the war, and so 
the war went on for three years. At the end of that time, where 
were we? Exactly where we were before: dictatorship in North 
Korea, dictatorship in South Korea, and in the meantime, sev¬ 
eral more million people were dead. Leaving an opening for the 
possible use of focused, small, military force to prevent a great 
catastrophe should not be easily moved over into a situation that 
does not meet those criteria. 

Certainly the present war in Iraq and most of the wars that we 
have fought since World War II do not meet those criteria. 

Question: In A People’s History of the United States, you frequently 
present history from the standpoint of so-called losers or people 
who have had no voice in the history books. From whose vantage 
point would you present the historical events that are taking 
place today in the U.S. or abroad? That is, who do you think are 
the losers and what do they have to say? 

HZ: I would certainly look at this war in Iraq from the standpoint of 
the GIs, the American GIs. People say, “Now that we are at war, 
we have to support the GIs.” Absolutely. I can think of two ways 
that you are not supporting the GIs. One way that you are not 
supporting the GIs is by sending them to die. The other way 
you are not supporting the GIs is that when they come back, 
you treat them as if they are not really human beings. Already 
the Bush administration is cutting veterans’ benefits. I would 
also look at the war from the standpoint of what kind of sick¬ 
nesses the GIs are going to encounter in this war. In the first Gulf 
war in 1991, only a few hundred soldiers actually died, but hun¬ 
dreds of thousands of veterans came back with sicknesses that 
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the Veterans Administration is not acknowledging but which 
teams of doctors have said are real. In the Spanish-American 
War in Cuba, the United States lost only a few hundred people 
in battle in Cuba, but several thousand died due to poisoned 
meat that was bought from the packinghouses of Chicago and 
given to the soldiers, meat that had been left over from the Civil 
War. What I am suggesting is that we ought to look not only at 
the casualties but at what the GIs experience in Iraq. For exam¬ 
ple, we ought to look at the effects of depleted uranium used in 
weapons, which has been shown to have very, very deadly effects 
on people exposed to it. There is something about war in which 
it is not only the enemy that gets hurt, but your side gets hurt by 
the technological means that you use to destroy the enemy. So, 
yes, I would look at the war from the standpoint of these Amer¬ 
icans who are suffering in the war. 

I would also look at the war from the standpoint of the so- 
called enemy, the other side. Now Saddam Hussein is not a 
so-called enemy. He is an enemy. But the people of Iraq are not. 
I would look at the war from the standpoint of the ordinary Iraqi 
civilians who are dying. We are not getting an accurate picture 
in the American press of how much suffering is going on in Iraq, 
of how many people are dying in Iraq. You have to look at the for¬ 
eign press in order to get the stories of how many civilian deaths 
we have caused in our bombing, how many so-called accidents 
have taken place, how many families have been wiped out by our 
bombing, how many neighborhoods have been destroyed. At the 
end of the first Gulf war, Colin Powell was saying rather proudly 
that only a few hundred Americans had died. A reporter asked 
him, “Well what about the Iraqi dead?” And he said—and this 
is a fairly close thing to a quote—he said, “That is not a matter I 
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am terribly concerned with,” and in general that is considered a 
matter that we Americans are not supposed to be terribly con¬ 
cerned with. So, I would certainly look at the war not only from 
the standpoint of American suffering but from the standpoint of 
the so-called enemy. 

I would not simply talk about the innocent civilians but 
also innocent soldiers: the soldiers on both sides are innocent. 
American soldiers, Iraqi soldiers. Who are they? You know, I was 
in the military. I know who joins the military. The American 
soldiers, the Iraqi soldiers, the young people who join the mili¬ 
tary for one reason or another—they did not join to kill other 
people. They are only vaguely aware of what in the world the 
war is being fought about. They are not given lessons in their 
military training on American imperialism; that would be ask¬ 
ing a little too much. The soldiers on both sides are conscripts 
or volunteers, but they are the innocent ones sent to war by 
the leaders of their country, whether from Iraq or the United 
States. 

I would also look at the war from the standpoint of those 
Americans whose benefits are being cut by the enormous sums 
of money being given to the military apparatus. Among the cuts 
proposed in the recent Bush budget were cuts in free school 
lunches for kids. I thought that was really interesting. Obviously, 
there are kids who are getting free school lunches who should 
not be getting them, and we ought to seek them out and take 
away those lunches. That is what we are about to do. 

Question: In your article “Growing Up Class Conscious,” you ex¬ 
plain that even when you moved out of a world of just scraping 
by, never having enough, bringing your children to free medical 
clinics, even when you received your proper degrees and be- 
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came a college professor, you never forgot that way of life and 
you never stopped being class conscious. How do you suggest 
that those who come from more privileged backgrounds live 
both socially conscious and socially responsible lives? 

HZ: I suppose my present class consciousness comes at least partly 
out of my own background, but people with different class back¬ 
grounds also are class conscious. So I cannot ask you to rework 
your background, right? But whoever you are and whatever your 
background, you are a person of relatively free will. Therefore, 
you are a person who is capable of looking at the world, at the 
distribution of wealth, at the distribution of power and deciding 
in what way you can intercede and help the situation and help re¬ 
dress the grievances of people in this country who have to work 
too hard for much too little. 

I remember a few years ago, there was a situation in a factory 
just north of Boston, immigrant women workers in a curtain fac¬ 
tory, and ten of them were fired for trying to organize a union 
because the conditions were absolutely abominable. Well, peo¬ 
ple from all over the community came to support them: students 
at Harvard and other colleges, members of the Teamsters Union, 
people from churches—it didn’t matter what their class back¬ 
ground was. They all gathered in one place and demonstrated 
and walked into the office of the owner of the factory and would 
not leave until certain demands were met. And so about thirteen 
of us were arrested for refusing to leave, and four days later the 
employer capitulated and rehired those people who had been 
fired. But that was an example of people of varying class back¬ 
grounds joining in solidarity to do something about economic 
inequities in society. 

So I think, yes, that is something everybody can do. Nobody 
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need feel trapped by their money or their parents’ money or the 
jobs that they have. We all have the capacity to break out of what¬ 
ever restrictions our class status puts us in and do what we think 
is right. 




HAIM SCABBY, literary scholar 


Though established in the academic world as a scholar of En¬ 
glish literatu re, Elaine Scarry is widely known for her investi¬ 
gations of torture, war, nuclear weapons, and citizenship. Her 
reading list ranges from Virginia Woolf to Aviation Week and 
Space Technology, and her own work contributes to multiple 
fields. Her boohs include the classic The Body in Pain: The Mak¬ 
ing and Unmaking of the World, On Beauty and Being Just, 
and Dreaming by the Book. She has undertaken studies of 9-11, 
airplane crashes, and the Patr iot Act wh ile also help ing to for¬ 
mulate Ethiopia’s constitution. The holder of a distinguished 
professorship at Harvard, Scarry received the 2000 Truman 
Capote Award for Literary Cr iticism and the Nation al Book 
Critics’ Circle Award, among others. In this interview, she ex¬ 
plores the obligations of citizenship and the uses of critical think¬ 
ing in seeking justice for humankind. 

Question: Not every professor of English reads Aviation Week and 
Space Technology, and not everyone grapples with pressing 
human problems of war and torture. Can you tell us something 
about how you became such an engaged and serious citizen? 

Elaine Scarry: The thing that should be explained is why people do 
not read across many fields, rather than why people do. Students 
like yourselves go from one kind of intellectual path to another 
in the course of the day. You might have a math class at 10:00 
in the morning, then you might have a literature class at 2:00 in 
the afternoon, a philosophy course at 3:00, and a physics class at 
5:00. That kind of work across different disciplines is, to my 
mind, more likely to produce clear thinking. In fact, John Locke, 
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who wrote The Secon d Treatise of Government, once said, “The 
surest way to stop thinking is to read books only in one field and 
talk only to people who work in one field.” Part of the way one 
continues to think is to look across fields. The reason for that is 
when you are working within one field, none of the large fram¬ 
ing questions are usually disputed or in question, whereas when 
you keep passing back and forth across different fields, you have 
to keep tripping over the threshold of the assumptions in any one 
field. You are more likely to see perils in them or weaknesses in 
them as well as strengths, and see some of the large framing 
questions. 

But your question had another part, which is social engage¬ 
ment. Nothing about being an English professor exempts me 
from the obligation to attend to what is going on in the country. 
Nothing about being a taxi driver would exempt me from the 
obligation, and nothing about being a teacher does. If you are in 
the position of knowing how to do research and read texts, then 
your obligation goes up a bit because it means that you know how 
to track down information that might be of assistance in delib¬ 
erating about certain issues. 

Question: Could you comment about how your study of literature 
has helped shape your sociopolitical beliefs? How has it changed 
the way you approach questions of modern-day life and politics? 

ES: The work that I originally did on physical pain and the difficulty 
of expressing physical pain was first brought to my attention by 
reading literature. The reason it was brought to my attention was 
that I did not find many examples there of physical pain. That 
was startling to me as a young student because I thought of lit¬ 
erature as something that could address the most obvious dilem¬ 
mas that we are all in, such as falling in love or losing a friend. 
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and also the most esoteric of problems. I wondered how it could 
possibly be the case that one does not find many examples of 
physical pain in literature. Is it that there is some kind of taboo, 
or does it come from the inherent difficulty of expression? I later 
learned that Virginia Woolf had a very fine formulation of this 
same observation. She said, “The merest school girl when she 
falls in love has Shakespeare or Keats to speak her mind for 
her. But just let someone get a headache and language at once 
runs dry.” In this case, it was knowing that literature was the 
best companion we can have on many problems, and yet it was 
not there in this one situation, that led me to look not only at lit¬ 
erary but also at other contexts where people have tried to invent 
the language: physicians, Amnesty International, people writing 
about war, and so on. 

The other thing that I would say about literature is partly 
addressed in my essay “The Difficulty of Imagining Other Per¬ 
sons.” Literature is not sufficient for the work of trying to imag¬ 
ine other people, whether it is people in Iraq or people who live 
on the other side of town or people who are on the night shift 
when you are on the day shift. I do not think literature alone can 
enable us to be mindful of all these other people because our 
imaginations are not strong enough. But literature in combina¬ 
tion with certain very sensible practices, such as having laws that 
we agree to follow, works well to make us more mindful of other 
people and does so in part by making us aware of the limits in 
our ability to imagine other people. I cite the writings of Thomas 
Hardy, the nineteenth-century novelist, and the way in which he 
lets us feel the weight of one of his heroines or one of his heroes, 
and then lets us watch the other characters subtract from that 
person until they become nothing more than a piece of gossip or 
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a rumor, and we feel the pain of that diminution. Now that is 
what happens when you are trying to imagine one other person. 
What happens when you are trying to imagine eighty thousand 
people, or what happens when you are trying to imagine five 
million people? We are always coming up against the limits of 
our own imaginations. 

Question: What is the value of literature in ethical and political 
discussions? 

ES: Brilliant people have written about this, including the philos¬ 
opher Martha Nussbaum and the philosopher Richard Rorty. 
Their articles would be well worth reading because rather than 
starting out as people who read literature, they start as people 
who are philosophers who then go to literature for models that 
often accommodate some of the messiness and liquidity of our 
interactions with one another. There are many different ways of 
answering that question. There is a specific problem with litera¬ 
ture that is summarized by the poet Auden in a poem he wrote 
as an elegy for Yeats: ‘Poetry makes nothing happen: / It survives 
/ In the valley of its saying.” But at the end of that poem, he steps 
back and acknowledges that maybe poetry does make something 
happen. We know that there are only a small number of literary 
works that have themselves brought about large, concrete 
changes. I cite a couple of them in that article on “The Difficulty 
of Imagining Other Persons.” Uncle Tom’s Cabin had huge po¬ 
litical consequences for the grave problem of slavery. A more 
debatable case is A Passage to India by E. M. Forster, which, ac¬ 
cording to the poet Stephen Spender, overnight caused people 
in Britain to begin to think of their colonial relation to India very 
differently than they had before. But using those two pieces of 
literature would be misleading because they represent excep- 
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tional cases where poems or novels really have changed a whole 
nation’s way of perceiving things. 

I have tried to argue in a book called On Beauty and Being 
Just that beauty and philosophic discussions of justice often 
work together in that both of them take injury as the thing that 
they are opposed to. In my own work, I have sometimes found 
that things that I am trying to argue for using only legal argu¬ 
ments have been more successful when other people have used 
arguments from beauty. It might take a while to unfold that, but 
I can at least give you just a thumbnail sketch. 

For about ten years, I have been working on a book about the 
way in which we have given up our own laws that are supposed 
to protect us at the moment when we go to war. One of those laws 
is that we have to have a congressional declaration of war. Since 
World War II, we have not had any congressional declaration of 
war: not in Korea, not in Vietnam, not for various invasions. In 
the Gulf War in the early nineties we had a conditional declara¬ 
tion, which many constitutional scholars have seen as not an ac¬ 
tual declaration of war. We also have a rule, the right to bear 
arms, which is meant to distribute authorization to a wide pop¬ 
ulation for making decisions about whether we go to war. My 
concern is the kind of weapons of mass destruction that our own 
country has and the way in which these are incompatible with 
our laws. Recognizing that such weapons are incompatible 
with our laws matters because the laws then give us the tools for 
calling back the power and getting rid of those weapons—if we 
would just use those tools. Once laws are given up, however, the 
lost laws never seem like something vibrant and vital, something 
disastrous to have given up. I feel that people seem not to mind 
the fact that our Constitution is just being torn up. When you 
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think of the kind of injuries that are involved in nuclear war, it 
may seem beside the point to say that a social contract was torn 
up. But I want to turn that around and say, “That is what it looks 
like when you tear up a social contract: those images we know of 
widespread and massive injury That is what it looks like when 
you tear up a social contract.” 

When I ask myself who has been successful on this issue, I 
think it is people who have explicitly or implicitly made an argu¬ 
ment about beauty. For example, you may know the book by 
Jonathan Schell The Fate of the Earth, which had a big influence 
on public concern about nuclear weapons when it first came out. 
Though Schell’s argument in The Fate of the Earth really was 
incredibly politically knowledgeable, it was also an argument 
about the beauty of the earth and about the membrane of our 
own eyes and the eyes of other creatures that would be made 
blind by the first flashes of light, and about algae swimming in 
the oceans, and about a kind of membrane that we produce with 
our own breath that becomes part of the larger ecosystem of 
the earth. Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring is another instance of 
a book that, by reminding people of the beauty of the world, 
brought about concrete changes in people’s actions and habits. 
Even if we only occasionally come upon works like Uncle To m’s 
Cabin or A Passage to India that we can watch bringing about a 
revolution in perception, works of literature that keep us in 
touch with the beauty of the world always act to bring us into 
contact with our best selves and act to make us opposed to injury. 

Question: As you just mentioned, one of the suggestions that you 
discuss in “The Difficulty of Imagining Other Persons” for get¬ 
ting past the imagination impediment is changing our lives. 
What do you think we can do to change our relationship with 
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people that are not part of our nation and can’t be influenced by 
our lives, specifically the Iraqi people today? 

ES: It is important to find ways of practicing symmetrical thinking, 
and the piece that you read, “A Nuclear Double Standard,” pro¬ 
vides an example of our tendency to think nonsymmetrically. 
They have one weapon under way and not yet made. We have 
thousands of weapons already made. Yet their not-yet-made 
weapon is monstrous, monstrous enough to warrant interna¬ 
tional or national force, whereas our thousands of weapons do 
not seem to make us criminal in our own minds. We can say that 
this is in part because we trust that these would never be used. 
But we have to then say, “What if we were living someplace else 
where we were potentially on the receiving end rather than giv¬ 
ing end? Would it look like they couldn’t be used? Why did those 
seventy-eight countries in 1995 go to the International Court of 
Justice and ask that they be declared illegal?” Something that 
is often forgotten is that, in the 1990s, we gained in our major 
strategic nuclear arsenal. The heart of our nuclear arsenal is 
Ohio-class submarines. We have 18 of them. Each of them car¬ 
ries the equivalent of four thousand Hiroshima bombs. After the 
opening of the Berlin Wall in 1989-90, we acquired 8 of those 
18 Ohio-class submarines. So, thirty-two thousand Hiroshima- 
size bombs were acquired by our country during the 1990s. It 
is an incredible act of nonsymmetrical thinking not to recognize 
what this looks like to other countries, and especially those that 
are signers of the nonproliferation treaty. But your question 
goes beyond the example of nuclear weapons. 

Some mental exercises that are advocated by philosophers, 
like Bertrand Bussell’s rotation of nouns, are useful. If you take 
any sentence that you see in the newspaper that describes what 
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the United States is doing, what Iraq is doing, what Egypt is 
doing, what Britain is doing, and scramble the names and nouns 
and see where the moral balance of the sentence lies once you 
change the position of the names, it is a very useful exercise. 
There may be some reasons why that exercise is not always valid, 
but it is at least a good way of keeping one’s mind limber so that 
you know you are judging the quality of the act and not simply 
reexperiencing the stuck position of the nouns and subjects and 
objects in the sentence. 

It is also the case that one can read a great deal more about 
these countries, which I think all of us are doing. It is important 
to read across a political spectrum of views. In my own case, I 
have learned a great deal by reading Ken Pollack’s book The 
Threatening Storm , which is an argument for why we should 
invade Iraq. I do not believe for a minute that we should invade 
Iraq. Yet the book has a lot of important information in it. Also, 
one should know what the best arguments are on the other side. 
That means if some of you are on the side for invading Iraq, then 
it is important to read the best arguments that are available 
on the side of not invading Iraq. At a poetry reading two weeks 
ago held at the American Repertory Theatre, many of the poems 
were written by either American or British poets, but a number 
of the poems were by authors from either Iraq or Iran or other 
countries in that region. It actually did give a kind of perspective 
that is not there if you do not have the lyrical utterances of the 
other people and you only hear your own thoughts in a range of 
vocabularies that goes from high moral argument to lyric utter¬ 
ance. The other side is essentially underrepresented in any lin¬ 
guistic mode other than the most narrow. 

Question: We have seen a frightening capacity for abuse in the name 
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of security that has come at the official level in the wake of 9-11. 
If the larger portion of the population were emboldened by a 
feeling of personal responsibility for the safety of others, what 
would prevent these untrained individuals from acting in ways 
that would be more discriminatory, reactionary, and even less 
accountable to public justice than the current system of security 
from an official level? 

ES: At first you were asking about the U.S. Patriot Act and the 
abridgments of privacy that have come from our own govern¬ 
ment that requires libraries to turn over lists of what books 
people read. We know that by early this year, according to a Uni¬ 
versity of Illinois study, 5 percent of all libraries have had re¬ 
quests made of them and 11 percent of all libraries in towns of 
populations of fifty thousand or more. We know that by Febru¬ 
ary of 2002, two hundred university registrars had been asked 
for information about students. In some cases the request for in¬ 
formation may be legitimate. If a foreign person claims to be a 
student at a school, there should be verification that the person 
really is a student at the school. But certain other kinds of infor¬ 
mation are not legitimate points of inquiry. 

Now your worry is not that such government practices are in¬ 
vasive but that if we begin to watch each other, we will be inva¬ 
sive. I do not think that we should begin to watch each other in 
the way that Bush’s TIPS program imagined. I think that we have 
become infantilized as a population and all the important tasks 
of defending the country have been taken out of our hands so 
that we are expected just to turn on the TV and see what is being 
done in the name of our country. When we are in this infan- 
tilized position, we cannot remember what it is people did when 
they were in the mature position in charge of their country. They 
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did not normally perform acts of vigilantism on each other; they 
did not normally take the occasion to turn each other in. Yes, 
there are instances of such acts, but this country survived for 
a long time with a population where people watched out for 
themselves and their communities as a whole. I do not think we 
should be bullied into thinking that either our patriarchs have to 
watch out for us or, if we do it, we are going to start turning into 
them and abridging one another’s privacy. 

Question: In your article on nuclear double standard, you say that 
nuclear weapons are inhumane and imply that we should dis¬ 
arm. What would you say to the argument that while the creation 
of nuclear weapons was obviously not a good thing, now that they 
do exist, the only way to actually prevent nuclear war is to main¬ 
tain a huge deterrent? While it may be immoral to keep millions 
of others living under the threat of genocide, and while this may 
perpetuate asymmetrical notions of otherness, in practice, the 
threat of mutually assured destruction is the only thing that kept 
the cold war from going nuclear and that maintains baseline 
geopolitical stability today. 

ES: I would say that that is a completely wrong argument. Nonethe¬ 
less, it is an argument that more than one smart person has 
made, so it is perfectly fine that you should raise the issue. But it 
is absolutely wrong. We can look now at that 1995 International 
Court of Justice case. Among the many countries that came 
there asking for a judgment of illegality were India and North 
Korea, two countries that did not then have nuclear weapons. Is 
it any surprise that they decided that if the United States and 
other powers were going to stand there and argue that such 
weapons are compatible with international law—that using nu¬ 
clear weapons would not constitute an act of genocide, would 
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not be incompatible with human rights covenants, would not 
abridge environmental treaties—is it any wonder that India and 
North Korea went on to get nuclear weapons? The idea that by 
having them we deter does not make sense. In an article in The 
Nation, Jonathan Schell makes the argument, “Actually the de¬ 
terrence theory is a pro-proliferation theory.” He does not just 
pull that sentence out of a hat. He goes through a careful set of 
steps showing how this thing just keeps mushrooming. The 
other book that I would urge you to read is Paul Bracken’s Fire 
in the East: The Rise of Asian Military Power and the Second 
Nuclear Age (about India, Pakistan, North Korea, China, etc.). 
Bracken is someone who, during the cold war, had very impor¬ 
tant books on command and control of nuclear weapons. 
Bracken says, “Look. We never left the first nuclear age. Even 
though nobody in the United States wanted to talk about it, we 
never left it. But whether we left it or not, we are now in the sec¬ 
ond nuclear age because now we are in a situation where lots of 
countries are getting it, countries that do not necessarily have 
the brakes on using it.” 

The only chance for pulling back from proliferation and ask¬ 
ing the whole world to give up nuclear weapons and other 
weapons of mass destruction is for the United States to take a 
lead. The United States will only take a lead in it if the popula¬ 
tion asks for our country to do so. It is interesting to me that we 
seldom say to our leaders, “By the way, when you were in office, 
did you ever contemplate using nuclear weapons?” Any presi¬ 
dent who has been asked that question has said yes, he has con¬ 
templated using them. Yet we normally do not even think that 
that is a question we need to ask, nor do we think we should look 
at the kind of presidential deliberation that took place during his 
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office. If we did look closely at it, we would feel much less com¬ 
fortable about calmly saying we never get very close. I looked, 
for example, at two sets of presidential papers. As you may know, 
when Congress argues something, the debate is public, some¬ 
thing you can watch; in usual cases where it takes place in a 
closed session, it is immediately published after the deliber¬ 
ations are over. Presidential papers are not that way. Usually 
thirty, fifty years elapse before the record of deliberation be¬ 
comes available. But I looked at some from recently released pa¬ 
pers fifty years ago, namely in the Eisenhower administration. 
Eisenhower contemplated using nuclear weapons in the 1954 
Taiwan Straits crisis and again in 1959 in Berlin. If we had in 
front of us the presidential papers for subsequent administra¬ 
tions, we would also find that they have, as various presidents 
have acknowledged, contemplated using nuclear weapons at dif¬ 
ferent times. 

Question: In not supporting the International Court, the U.S. seems 
to feel it does not need to follow the same rules as other coun¬ 
tries as the world’s major superpower. Is there anything U.S. cit¬ 
izens or other countries can do about this elitism? 

ES: Yes. This year there have been a number of good articles about 
American elitism or American exceptionalism and the danger of 
coming to think that you do not have to play by the shared rules. 
We know that other countries and individual people living else¬ 
where in the world think that the United States needs to play by 
the rules. 

Now your specific question: Is there anything that the Amer¬ 
ican people can do about it? What we can do about it is know 
what the laws are and insist that they be followed. There are two 
sets of rules. One is our own constitutional, national laws. The 



Elaine Scarry, literary scholar 


37 


others are the ones you referred to: the international laws. We 
need to play by both sets of rules. Some of you are going to go on 
and become journalists or teachers or enter some other job 
where you might have the chance to make sure that when there 
is an international principle or a national principle that is being 
violated you will be able to write about it. One striking thing 
about that world court case was that it was almost never spoken 
about in any newspaper in this country. Other countries were 
covering it. Despite the fact that it was going on for weeks and 
months, it was not considered newsworthy here. Part of the rea¬ 
son for that is that it presented a damaging view of us, but it is to 
our advantage to understand what the damaging view is. If it is a 
wrong view, we can outargue it; but if we do not know what it is, 
we actually put ourselves at risk. 

In this attempt to know the laws and make sure that the laws 
themselves are widely known, and to make sure that we live by 
them, I think that people often tend to favor the international 
over the national, so I will just take a minute to say that the na¬ 
tional laws are also crucial. In fact, if there is only one set of laws 
that you are going to follow, the most important to follow are the 
national. When you watch a vote of the UN, how many people 
are voting on a certain issue? The UN is crucial, as are our in¬ 
ternational laws. But the number of people who are voting is tiny 
compared to the number of people that are represented in na¬ 
tional votes. That is why we can be in this situation where the 
leaders of certain countries are pledging their country’s support 
of us, and the populations are 80 percent against. Because the 
leaders alone constitute a small international group. 

Since I work on human rights, I sometimes have the great 
pleasure of being in international meetings with people from 
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other countries who work on international rights. There will of¬ 
ten come a point in the conversation where people will say, “Do 
not use national laws to uphold this right. Use international ones 
because national ones are so local and parochial.” Well, what is 
the international community at that point? I am in a room with 
20 people, and we are 20 people and we feel transnational be¬ 
cause one person is from Ethiopia and one person is from the 
United States and one person is from France. But we are just 20 
people, whereas when you have the internal laws of Ethiopia and 
the internal laws of France and the internal laws of the United 
States, you have a huge population of people that have borne 
witness to those laws and have pledged to stand by them. Both 
international laws and national laws should be followed, but in 
this era ahead, one should not be hoodwinked into thinking that 
it is somehow more high-minded and cosmopolitan to turn your 
back on anything that sounds like it is national and only follow 
international rules. 

Question: You mentioned earlier the infantilization of the American 
voting public. I was hoping you might expand a little bit on that 
concept. 

ES : It is important to know that one’s full stature in the civilian realm 
has tended to follow from having a full stature in the military 
realm; that is, for taking responsibility for military decisions. I 
will give you three important examples. The Fifteenth Amend¬ 
ment, which extended the right to vote to African Americans, 
was argued primarily on the basis that 180,000 blacks had fought 
in the Civil War and therefore it was inconceivable that they 
should not be included in the voting population. Later on, the 
Nineteenth Amendment, which extended the right to vote to 
women, was similarly argued on the basis that women had the 
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capacity to defend themselves and that their contributions to the 
defense of the country were important in World War I; the same 
arguments, yoking suffrage and women’s military stature, were 
made in other countries such as Britain and Russia. Most re¬ 


cently, the Twenty-sixth Amendment, which lowered the voting 
age from 21 to 18, was argued primarily on the basis of Vietnam: 
old enough to fight, old enough to vote. A twin argument was put 
forward in the congressional deliberations. One was that people 
had fought in Vietnam at 18; the other was that people had de¬ 
liberated about Vietnam on university campuses. Members of 
Congress and other witnesses of the Vietnam generation said 
that this was the most politically responsible generation the 
country had seen. People from all sides of the political spectrum 
said that. They even had anthropologist Margaret Mead testify 
that the original voting age of 21 had come from the fact that 
people in the past only had strong enough bone structures to 
carry their armor once they were 21. But now, due to good nu¬ 
trition, people can carry their armor at 18. 

Now you can see that in each of those three areas one’s civil 
stature depends in part on bearing military responsibility. We 
often hear today from the gay community that by being discrim¬ 
inated against militarily, their civil stature is jeopardized as well. 
That claim is accurate. What is not often enough said is that it is 
not just people who are gay who are discriminated against; it 
is all of us. Because from no one’s intention but through a kind 
of accident of technology we have come to have monarchic 
weapons that require only a small number of people to fire them, 
and therefore we have forms of military authorization that also 
require small numbers of people. 

There is one important postscript I should add, because I 
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know that it is alarming to people when I say that we should bear 
military responsibility The right to bear arms is a distributive 
right, as many of the first ten amendments are in the Bill of 
Rights. The right to bear arms is saying that however much in¬ 
juring power the country has, the say over it, the authorization 
over it, has to be distributed to the whole country. That question 
is prior to any question about whether we will have a lot of in¬ 
juring power or none at all. The fact that I say this decision¬ 
making power about whether the country goes to war is really 
something that the whole population is responsible for, does not 
mean we are going to have the whole population carrying arms. 
To illustrate this, I will use the example of the fact that both mil¬ 
itarists and pacifists have saluted the right to bear arms. Mira- 
beau in the French Revolution said that revolution was needed 
because the aristocracy had deprived the whole population of 
their arms. More surprising is the fact that Gandhi once said 
of all the evil acts committed by the British against India, the 
worst is the disarming of the population. Give us back our arms, 
and then we will tell you whether or not we are going to use 
them. Gandhi’s decision, as I am sure you know, was that we 
should not use arms. But he was making the point that you are 
not even in a position to dissent, are not even in a position to urge 
nonviolence, unless you are in a position to contribute to the 
military decisions that your country is making. 

Question: You have been involved in helping Ethiopia formulate its 
constitution. If a newly established state were having a conven¬ 
tion to plan its constitution, and the people involved wanted you 
to come and offer some insights from “The Difficulty of Imagin¬ 
ing Other Persons,” what questions would you encourage them 
to think about as they were planning the legal basis for a society? 
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ES: Here I am lucky because I have the American Constitution in 
front of my eyes. Tom Paine once said, “The American Consti¬ 
tution is to liberty what an alphabet is to language.” It is some¬ 
thing that shows us the parts that need to be there, even though 
there are now many other constitutions that also help us to get 
this vision. Key in the making of the U.S. Constitution were the 
war-making provisions. Justice Story, in the nineteenth century, 
said that Article 1, Section 8, Clause 11 of the Constitution, 
which requires a congressional declaration, is the cornerstone of 
the whole Constitution. I would see the right to bear arms as on 
that same level of fundamental importance. 

The second thing I would say is something that the ratifiers 
said when the Constitution of the United States was going out to 
the states for ratification: You may not realize that the Bill of 
Rights—the first ten amendments that are so precious to us that 
give freedom of speech, freedom of assembly, freedom of reli¬ 
gion, right against cruel and unusual punishment, right against 
search and seizure—those things were not in the Constitution 
until it went out to the ratification assemblies. The ratification 
assemblies said, “Wait. We are not signing this unless it makes 
explicit what the rights are.” Finally, it was the state of New York 
that made it clear that they were not going to go ahead unless 
these guarantees were made explicit and put in the Constitution. 
I would say to any new constitution makers, “Do not assume that 
it goes without saying that you have whatever rights are not 
in there.” It has got to be said what the rights are. As Patrick 
Henry said during the ratification debates, “What good is it 
going to do me to say it is an implied right to be free of cruelty 
when I am in the midst of being subjected to cruel and unusual 
punishment?” 
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Noam Chomsky is professor of linguistics and philosophy at the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology. Beginning in the 19,50s, 
Chomsky revolutionized his academic field by demonstrating 
that languages share a universal grammar based on innate struc¬ 
tures of the human mind. Although his professional area of study 
is linguistics, Chomsky’s presence is just as substantive in the 
political realm. A leadingfigure in the global justice movement, 
Chomsky scrutinizes state power and the propaganda system 
on which it relies. Among his more than one hundred books 
are Hegemony or Survival: America’s Quest for Global Domi¬ 
nance, 9-11, and Manufacturing Consent: The Political Econ¬ 
omy of the Mass Media (with Edward S. Herman). In this 
interview, Chomsky discusses the origins of his social engage¬ 
ment, the systematic biases of foreign affairs coverage, the re¬ 
cruitment of children into consumerism, and his own sources of 
hope. 

Question: In the Guardian article “Conscience of a Nation,” Maya 
Jaggi reports that during your childhood you felt there was no 
one to talk to. When Hiroshima was bombed, you found it shock¬ 
ing that nobody seemed to care. I wonder how you dealt with 
having no one to talk to. What were your initial reactions and 
thoughts when you discovered no one cared? How were you able 
to become such a staunch defender of the losing side? 

Noam Chomsky: When you are a child, you do not really think 
about things much. You just take the world the way it is. On a lot 
of issues nobody cared. But I don’t want to exaggerate. I grew up 
in the 1930s, and it was a very lively period. The people in my 
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family were first-generation immigrants, and a lot of them were 
unemployed: working-class seamstresses and shop boys. Many 
of them were involved in a lively range of active politics of that 
period, so it was not as if nobody cared. The incident you men¬ 
tioned happened to be at a summer camp. The atom bombs were 
in August, and I was a junior counselor at this summer camp. 
There was not much news. We had camped and heard a radio re¬ 
port. It was obvious that something horrendous had happened 
and striking that nobody seemed to notice. I went off by myself 
to the woods for a couple of hours, and when I came back still 
nobody noticed. 

The same thing happens now. In these respects, very little 
changes. We do not notice when we do things to other people. 
When they do something to us, we notice. But when we do it to 
them, it just did not happen. That is true of the most educated, 
liberal, sophisticated circles like, say, Harvard. 

You probably read the New York Times and the Sunday Times 
Book Review, and I wonder how many noticed the week before 
last that there was a book review in the New York Times Book Re¬ 
view by a very good, very distinguished, and very fine American 
historian. There was a book about early American history, which 
the author of the review said brought out the negative side of 
U.S. history, namely that there are people who cheat and run 
scams and so on. In passing, in a kind of throwaway line, he men¬ 
tioned that in the course of the conquest of the national territory, 
hundreds of thousands of indigenous people were eliminated. It 
was not hundreds of thousands—it was many millions. And they 
were not just eliminated. If you read the founding fathers, you 
will see that they were well aware that, as John Quincy Adams 
put it, they were “exterminating the hapless race of Native 
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Americans.” Does anybody notice? Suppose you read in the 
German press today that during the Second World War, several 
hundred thousand Jews were eliminated. We would notice that. 
In fact, we might say it was a return of Nazism, and we better 
nuke them or something. But this one does not count because 
we did it. After all, they were just the “merciless Indian savages” 
whom King George III unleashed against us, one of his many 
crimes listed in the Declaration of Independence. They were 
the Indians whom my friends and I used to shoot in the woods 
when we were eight years old playing cowboys and Indians. 

Today, there was a news report of an Apache helicopter shot 
down over Fallujah. Can you think of any other country that 
names its most merciless offensive weapons after victims of 
genocide? It is inconceivable, but we do it. 

It is better now than it was thirty or forty years ago. Thirty or 
forty years ago, comments like the one I mentioned from the 
New York Times —that was mainstream history. If you studied 
anthropology back in the 1960s, you learned that there were 
maybe a million hunter-gatherers wandering around some¬ 
where who did not really own anything—that was proven by 
John Locke—so the land was basically open and they simply 
took it. You can read a standard diplomatic history of the U.S. 
written again by a very good liberal historian, Thomas Bailey, 
in 1969, which discusses the Revolution and says that after the 
Revolution, the colonists turned to their next task, which was 
“felling trees and Indians and rounding out their natural bound¬ 
aries.” That would not be tolerable anymore. There are a lot of 
changes, but there is a long way to go. 

Question: Do you believe that universities can be nonpolitical? On 
a more personal level, how have you yourself negotiated be- 
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tween being faithful to your beliefs and accepting socialization 
in order to gain the authority you now have as university profes¬ 
sor and renowned political thinker? 

NC: When I went to Harvard, this university did not look like this. 
It was well-dressed white males. I went through not only Har¬ 
vard but the ultrasocialization sector of Harvard, the Harvard 
Society of Fellows, where you were socialized into the ways of 
the elite—how to dress, how to act, how to talk. No women, 
of course, in those days, except for the women who served the 
elegant meals. You can survive it. You have a choice; you do not 
have to conform to it. Plenty of people did not conform to it; that 
is why Harvard looks the way it does today. The country was civ¬ 
ilized by the activism of the 1960s. That is why the sixties are so 
hated, and if you take a course about the sixties, they will prob¬ 
ably tell you how awful it was. It was awful: it democratized the 
country; it civilized the country; it raised all kinds of issues that 
were off the agenda like women’s rights, civil rights, and the en¬ 
vironment (a lot of things you were not supposed to think about, 
and did not think about). It is different now, but similar pres¬ 
sures exist. They exist all the way up through the educational sys¬ 
tem and the political system. 

For example, we are having something in November called 
an election. Suppose someone from Mars was watching this and 
trying to figure out what was going on. There are two candi¬ 
dates, both of them born to great wealth and political power. 
Both of them went to the same elite university; both of them 
joined the same secret society where they were socialized into 
the manners and style of the ruling class; and both of them are 
able to run because they are supported by basically the same 
narrow concentrations of economic power. Is that an election? 
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By some standards it is. By others, it would be considered a failed 
state. But we accept it because we are indoctrinated into ac¬ 
cepting it. Unless you do some research, you won’t find out that 
this is by no means universal. 

Another example is Haiti. Haiti is the poorest country in 
the hemisphere; the United States is the richest country in the 
hemisphere. Haiti is what we call a failed state. The recent pe¬ 
riod that led to Haiti being a failed state starts in 1990, when 
Haiti had its first free election after an awful history. It was taken 
for granted that the victor in the election would be the U.S. can¬ 
didate. No one had been paying attention, but in Haiti a real 
democratic society had developed of the kind we cannot even 
imagine. There had been a lot of organizing and activism in the 
slums and in the hills, where almost all the population lives in 
extreme poverty. When it got to the point where a lively civil 
society had developed, they were able to elect their own candi¬ 
date—a populist priest named Aristide who came to office in 
1991. In the richest country in the hemisphere, that is an un¬ 
imaginable election; in the poorest country in the hemisphere, 
they could carry it off. It is interesting to notice what happened 
and how Haiti descended into becoming a more desperate place 
than it was. 

The U.S. was utterly appalled by the election and immedi¬ 
ately withdrew its funding to the government and instead di¬ 
verted the funding to what is called the democratic opposition, 
which is a technical term that means business groups and other 
groups that want to subordinate the country to the U. S. The U. S. 
was so appalled by the election that it actually changed its immi¬ 
gration policies. As for judgment of Harvard, that is for you to 
make. You are here, so you decide if it is free, open, critical, and 
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adversarial. In your history courses, for example, were there bit¬ 
ter condemnations of the horrendous comment I just quoted or 
not? You can decide. 

The U.S. had an immigration policy towards Haiti; it was 
completely illegal and radically in violation of elementary prin¬ 
ciples of international humanitarian law and the Universal Dec¬ 
laration of Human Rights. The U.S. had Haiti under a blockade 
that was instituted by President Carter, part of elevating human 
rights to be the soul of our foreign policy. Haiti was then under 
the rule of brutal, murderous dictators supported by the U.S., 
which meant that anyone fleeing Haiti was by definition an 
economic refugee, not a political refugee, and therefore they 
were not allowed out of the country. If they made it here, 
they were sent back. You are not a political refugee if you escape 
the torture chamber of a dictator that we are supporting. That 
changed when they had democratic elections. For the first time, 
the U.S. began accepting refugees as political refugees because 
they were fleeing from a country that had a democratically 
elected president. It did not really matter much because not a 
lot of people were fleeing the country. In fact, the flow was in the 
other direction. It was a moment of hope. But the official policy 
was shifted. 

Well, policy went back to normal in September 1991, when 
the anticipated military coup took place and a murderous, bru¬ 
tal gang of thugs took power—a military junta supported by 
a tiny rich elite. Then U.S. policy went back to the norm; from 
then on people fleeing became economic refugees again and 
they could not get in. The Organization of the American States 
imposed an embargo on Haiti. George Bush the first announced 
right away that the United States was going to violate it; that is, 
he exempted U.S. firms from the embargo. The New York Times 
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described it as a humanitarian move of what they called fine- 
tuning the embargo for the benefit of the people of Haiti. In fact, 
the U.S. trade with Haiti, meaning the junta and the rich elite, 
continued while the population was being ground in the dust. I 
was there during the period of the terror, and it was really hor¬ 
rendous. It turned out later that under Clinton trade increased. 
It also turned out, though it has yet to be reported outside the 
business press, that the Clinton administration had authorized 
the Texaco oil company to ship oil to the military junta in viola¬ 
tion of presidential directives. Think about it for a moment: oil 
is the core part of an embargo. The CIA was reporting regularly 
to Congress that all flow of oil to Haiti had been stopped. Mean¬ 
while, if you walked around the streets of Port-au-Prince, you 
could see the oil farms being built by the rich families and the oil 
tankers in the harbor. 

Finally, in September 1994, the Clinton administration de¬ 
cided that the population had been tortured enough and they 
permitted the elected president to return. There is a phrase for 
that here—it is called restoring democracy—and we are very 
proud of it because it shows our commitment to democracy. But 
what no one bothers to report is that Clinton permitted Aristide 
to return, but on the condition that he accept the program of the 
defeated U.S. candidate in the 1990 election. You can return, 
you can have democracy, as long as you do what we tell you and 
not what the people in the slums and hills voted for. That is what 
we call restoring democracy. (According to what Mr. Summers 
told you, you all know all this because it is very important news, 
right on the front pages, recent history, and, of course, in a free 
university everybody would know about it. But let’s continue 
anyway.) 

The program that the Clinton administration imposed on the 
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government as it returned was a very harsh neoliberal program 
of a kind which Mr. Summers administered in his former life in 
the Treasury Department, a program which opened Haiti’s 
economy completely to a flow of foreign goods. What does that 
mean? For example, Haitian rice farmers are very poor, but they 
are pretty efficient. However, they cannot conceivably compete 
with exports from U.S. agribusiness, which gets maybe 40 per¬ 
cent of its profits from subsidies that are given to them by the 
Reagan administration in accord with our love of free market. 
Naturally, as was predicted, Haitian rice farmers were wiped 
out. Now we lament that Haiti somehow cannot feed itself. Big 
surprise. It is the miracle of the market. Haiti did have a couple 
of small industries that were working. For example, the industry 
of packaging chicken parts was functioning and making some 
money. It turns out that Americans do not like dark meat, so the 
big corporations like Tyson have a lot of extra dark meet on their 
hands, and they would like to dump it somewhere. They tried to 
dump it on Canada and Mexico, but they did not have democ¬ 
racy restored there, so they were able to impose antidumping re¬ 
strictions. However, Haiti is different; there, thanks to our love 
of democracy, they cannot stop it. Therefore, chicken parts were 
dumped on Haiti, and that killed that industry. 

It was perfectly obvious in 1994 that the program the U. S. was 
forcing on Haiti was going to destroy what was left of the econ¬ 
omy and drive the country into chaos and disruption. That is 
what happened. It imploded pretty predictably. Bush the second 
made it worse by blocking foreign aid on completely frivolous 
grounds, but by then the damage had already been done. If you 
look at the reporting in the last few weeks, it is all about Haiti, 
the failed state, where we tried to do nation building because we 
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are so magnificent, and we tried to restore democracy. But they 
have a bad culture or maybe bad genes or something, so they just 
could not handle it and fell apart. Maybe we should go back and 
try nation building even harder since we worked so well at it the 
first time. Well, that’s Haiti. Who is the failed state again? Is it 
the state that actually had a democratic election of extremely 
poor people over terrible odds and managed to elect their own 
candidate? Or is it the state that crushed it and would not toler¬ 
ate that and is having an election of the kind we are having in 
November? 

Again, in a free and independent critical university, these 
questions would be the obvious ones; maybe so obvious that you 
would not even bother talking about them because the answers 
are so clear. But you can judge how prominent they are in the 
curriculum here and in the discussions and then make your own 
evaluation. There are plenty of other cases. I will just mention 
one. There was an election in Spain a couple of weeks ago. The 
Spanish people committed a major crime: they voted out a gov¬ 
ernment that had gone to war over the opposition of 90 percent 
of the population but following orders from Crawford, Texas, so 
it was considered the right thing to do. They were the good guys. 
New Europe they were called. Okay, they were voted out. How 
many of you saw a report saying that the Spanish people were 
voting for a position held by about 70 percent of Americans? 
About 70 percent of Americans believe that security, political 
transfer, and economic development in Iraq should be in the 
hands of the United Nations with the U.S. playing a role as part 
of a multilateral system. That is what Spain voted for. They did 
not vote to pull the troops out. They voted to not allow troops in 
unless it was under UN authorization, approximately the posi- 
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tion of 70 percent of the American public. Well, what is the dif¬ 
ference between Spain and the United States? One difference is 
that in Spain everybody knows what public opinion is. 

In the United States, nobody knows what public opinion is. 
You can find out the information I just told you by going to the 
major polling institutions in the United States like the Program 
on International Policy Attitudes at University of Maryland, 
which does in-depth public opinion studies, the most sophisti¬ 
cated in the world. You can look them up on the Internet, and 
you will find out what I just told you. The people who have those 
views presumably think they are the only ones in the world who 
believe that way; they certainly do not see it articulated any¬ 
where, reported, or discussed. Another difference is that in 
Spain, as distinct from here, issues that people are concerned 
about come up in elections. This issue is not going to come up in 
the U.S. election; it came up in the Spanish election, and people 
could vote the way they felt. Which is the failed state? It would 
be easy to go on. These ought to be truisms in my opinion; they 
ought to be things you really would not study at Harvard be¬ 
cause you would know them already. But if you do not study 
them and you do not study them at Harvard, there is a problem 
somewhere. 

Question : How does your research on the negative effects the media 
can have affect your views on the way that we should raise our 
children? 

NC: First of all, if you are well educated, you should not be using the 
word “children.” There is a technical term for those small things: 
they are called “evolving consumers.” I am not joking. In the in¬ 
stitution that pretty much runs the country—the public rela¬ 
tions industry that serves the business world, which spends 
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maybe two trillion dollars on marketing, maybe a sixth of the 
GDP (it runs elections, and it is the core of the media and in¬ 
formation systems)—they have some principles. One of the 
principles is to keep the population passive and obedient and 
marginalized. It was recognized in the 1920s in the more free 
countries, like England and the United States, that people have 
won too much freedom for it to be possible to control them 
simply by force the way it had been done in the past. Therefore, 
you had to control their attitudes and opinions and beliefs— 
more subtle ways of controlling them. That is when the public 
relations industry and the advertising business took off. It was 
frankly called propaganda in those days. The leading figure in 
the industry wrote a major textbook called Propaganda, which 
was about how to control people’s minds and attitudes to make 
sure that the enlightened minority, namely us, can run the place 
without being bothered by the rabble. The rabble will be off 
doing their own things. They have to be directed to what were 
called the superficial things of life, like fashionable consump¬ 
tion, and you have to impose on them a philosophy of futility, a 
sense that they really can’t do anything, and so they might as well 
buy shoes. Then you have to control their beliefs too, so that they 
do not see things like the kinds of things I was just talking about 
in, say, Haiti. 

It is rather striking that this industry developed in the free 
countries, in England and the United States, and there is a good 
reason for that. This was the period of development in industry 
of what is called Taylorism, which is an industrial system de¬ 
signed to turn workers into robots, to control every motion pre¬ 
cisely, so that workers would have no independence or creativity 
or initiative on the job. It was called on-job control. That was a 
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really exciting development; it was picked up all over. Lenin, for 
example, was extremely enthusiastic about it, and they intro¬ 
duced it right away after the Bolshevik Revolution. It was, inci¬ 
dentally, developed in the military industry in the U.S. But that’s 
normal. Contrary to what you are taught in economics courses, 
we do not have a free-enterprise, free-market economy. We have 
an economy based extensively on the dynamic state sector of the 
economy; that is where almost all of what is called the new econ¬ 
omy comes from. If anything comes out of it, you hand it over to 
Bill Gates or someone, and you privatize profits. You can run 
through the leading elements of the economy and check it out; 
it goes way back. So Taylorism was developed in the military in¬ 
dustry, where it is cost free and risk free because it is socialized, 
but when it worked out, it was transferred over to private indus¬ 
try. It did not take long for people to realize that if we can have 
on-job control with people, we ought to be able to have off-job 
control. Why should they be uncontrolled in the rest of their 
lives? How do we carry off off-job control? By propaganda, as it 
was frankly called then. Advertising, induced consumerism, im¬ 
posed passivity, marginalization. That is the core of a lot of the 
raising of so-called children; let’s come back to the “evolving 
consumer.” 

In recent decades, the public relations industry has recog¬ 
nized that there is a class of people who are being underutilized 
in the system; they are there, but they do not have any money. 
How do you get them to buy and to become consumers, which is 
what they are supposed to be? They don’t have any money, so 
they can’t buy, but they can get their parents to buy. How do chil¬ 
dren get their parents to buy? Maybe you still remember: the 
way you do it is by nagging your parents. There is now a field of 
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academic applied psychology that is literally the study of nag¬ 
ging; it turns out that there are half a dozen different ways of 
nagging, and different kinds have to be stimulated for different 
kinds of purchases. If you can get the kids to nag their parents 
enough, then maybe the parents will buy the eight-hundred- 
dollar mechanical dog or something, which the kid will throw 
away in five minutes or so because it is too boring. If you think 
that is an exaggeration, you are wrong. I have grandchildren and 
I can see it happening. That is a way of getting off-job control 
down to infancy. If you watch television programs for infants, 
you will notice that they are drenched in it. 

One of the glories of the American economy in the last twenty 
years in what is called the neoliberal period outside the U.S.— 
in the U.S. there is not a name for it; it is better not to talk about 
it, so we don’t have a word for it—is that there has been some 
economic growth, but it is narrowly concentrated. For example, 
if you look at real wages in the last two decades, real wages have 
stagnated or declined for a large majority of the population. 
For—I think it is—.01 percent of the population it has increased 
by 600 percent. People are getting by, but you can’t find another 
period of economic history, except during wars and famines and 
so on, where there has been such long stagnation for most of the 
population. Furthermore, work hours have sharply increased. 
Back in 1980, American workers were at the low end of the in¬ 
dustrial world; now they are way at the top, long ago passing 
Japan and other industrial countries. Now two parents have to 
work to keep things going, particularly when you are under 
tremendous pressure for mass consumption. You are supposed 
to “max out” five credit cards, and you have kids nagging for 
things, and your income is barely stable. Furthermore, benefits 
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are declining. The tax burden has sharply shifted during the 
neoliberal period, so the percentage of tax paid by corporations 
has sharply declined, and the percentage of taxes that comes 
from the very regressive taxes, like payroll taxes have gone way 
up, which shifts the burden to the poor. That means that for most 
of the population, they are working very hard just to keep going; 
there is little in the way of sensible day care, they do not have 
much in the way of benefits, they are in debt; they are worried 
about their futures; the kids are nagging. How are you going to 
raise your kids? Well, you can subject them to the huge propa¬ 
ganda system that is turning them into evolving consumers. 

Meanwhile, the public schools are underfunded on purpose. 
If you want to destroy a public school system, what you do is un¬ 
derfund it so that it doesn’t work. Then you say the only answer 
is privatization, so you hand it over to unaccountable private 
tyrannies called corporations. They make it even worse, but 
then what can you do? The British railway system is a perfect ex¬ 
ample; our health system is a good example. You underfund the 
schools, people want out, and you work out various devices, like 
vouchers. Sooner or later, if they get bad enough, people will not 
want them anymore, and then you will have eliminated that 
source of democratization and egalitarian development. 

So what do you do about raising your children? You teach 
them how to protect themselves from this hurricane. You can do 
it. In fact, one of the reasons that the country has become so 
much better in the last twenty to thirty years is that a lot of peo¬ 
ple did protect themselves from it. It is not irresistible. 

Question: Who or what has inspired you now and in the past? What 
keeps you from becoming too disillusioned? 

NC: The second question is the easiest. Just think about the world 
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forty years ago and the world today. There’s quite a significant 
change across the board—attitudes, beliefs, personal behaviors, 
interactions, the way you dress. Think back to the sixties and 
what there wasn’t. There wasn’t a women’s movement. There 
wasn’t an environmental movement. There was virtually no an¬ 
tiwar movement. That came in the late sixties, after years and 
years of war. There was no Third World solidarity movement, no 
global justice movement. All sorts of things that are part of our 
lives just didn’t exist. 

These changes have come over the last forty years because 
people aren’t willing to become disillusioned. Either you can say 
“I give up,” in which case you can be sure the worst is going to 
happen, or you can say “Okay, I’m going to be committed to try¬ 
ing to make things better” and make things better. So there’s 
nothing to be disillusioned about. 

As to what’s inspiring, it’s the way people struggle. You see it 
all over the world. I recently went to both Turkey (including 
Kurdish areas) and Colombia, two countries that are very high 
on the list of violence and atrocities and also happen to be, not 
by accident, the two leading recipients of U.S. military aid, aside 
from Israel and Egypt, which are a separate category. The U.S. 
under Clinton provided So percent of the arms for atrocities in 
Turkey. In fact, in a single year in 1997, Clinton sent more arms 
to Turkey than during the entire cold war period up to the onset 
of the state terror campaign against the Kurds in the early 1990s. 
It’s not a small thing. Turkey was replaced in the lead by Colom¬ 
bia in 1999 because it had succeeded in crushing its own Kur¬ 
dish population, and Colombia had not yet succeeded in its own 
terrorist activities, so it went to the top. Now the U.S. press is 
finally sometimes reporting these stories about Turkey because 
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the Turkish government did not succumb to Washington’s de¬ 
mands and coercion. As a punishment, impassioned articles by 
liberal people are published about the rotten things the Turkish 
government did in the 1990s. All true, but they are not report¬ 
ing that we provided the arms and military training for that pur¬ 
pose and that they kept quiet about it so that it could not be 
stopped by popular opposition. These are little items worth 
knowing if you’re an American citizen. 

The people are not giving up. Turkish and Colombian intel¬ 
lectuals don’t ask, “What can I do?” Writers, journalists, artists, 
and academic figures are constantly carrying out protests. In 
Colombia, they get their heads blown off. In Turkey, they can get 
sent to Turkish prisons for years or much of their lives for telling 
what’s going on. They’re not giving up, just like campesinos and 
indigenous peoples and Afro-Colombians who are being driven 
off their lands by chemical warfare and fumigation with U.S. aid 
and U.S. military forces. 

But they’re not complaining; they’re constantly protesting. 

Question: Suppose that the media are business propaganda. If we 
can’t trust the media or our leaders, who can we trust? And 
where can we get real information? 

NC: On the media being business propaganda, again that is not very 
original. It is one of the same things that George Orwell pointed 
out in his introduction to Animal Farm. One of the reasons he 
gave for the conformism in the British media (his phrase): “The 
press is owned by wealthy men who have every reason not to 
want certain ideas to be expressed.” That is pretty brief, and you 
have to go on. But if you go on, the institutional framework in 
which the media function has an effect of restricting what comes 
out. This is also true of government media. NPB is supposed to 
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be on the critical side but very narrowly, not a millimeter off a 
certain line, and basic assumptions are accepted. 

Who should you trust? Same as if you were taking a chemistry 
course: nobody. If you go over to the science department, they 
don’t teach you to trust people. You are not supposed to trust the 
teacher or the book or anything else. If you are studying to be a 
scientist, you are trained to trust your own mind. You investi¬ 
gate. Of course, you pay attention to what people say. You do not 
say, “I think the theory of relativity is wrong,” but you are not 
supposed to accept what you are taught as God given. In fact, if 
you are a good scientist, you are going to challenge it all the time. 
That is what experiments are for. That is what doctoral disserta¬ 
tions are for. Most of them challenge things; otherwise they are 
not very interesting. Do it on the basis of your own intelligence, 
and your own critical faculties, and your own understanding. 
You do not automatically say everything is rot, but you do ap¬ 
proach tilings with a skeptical attitude. That is the whole point. 
Why should it be any different in the much more important do¬ 
main of human affairs? 

You have got to approach things with critical, skeptical atti¬ 
tudes, particularly in the domain of human affairs even more 
than in science. Mother Nature is not trying to make things easy 
for you, but she is not trying to lie to you, either, and control you 
and shape your attitudes. In the other domains, that is exactly 
what is happening, so you have to be even more skeptical, quite 
apart from the fact that understanding is much more shallow, so 
it does not take that much to figure out what is going on. There 
are no deep theories around, so you don’t trust anyone except 
your own critical intelligence. 
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As Bill Clinton’s secretary of labor, Robert Reich helped to pass 
the Family and Medical Leave Act, leading a n ational fight 
against sweatshops and heading the campaign that raised the 
minimum wage. Under his leadership, the Department of Labor 
earned more than thirty awards for innovation and government 
reinvention. Reich resigned from his cabinet post in order to 
spend more time with his family. Since then, Reich has worked 
as a cofounder and national editor of The American Prospect 
magazine, a 2002 Massachusetts gubernatorial candidate, and a 
professor of social and economic policy at Brandeis University. 
In 2003 he won the Vaclav Havel Prize, awarded annually to a 
person whose work has significantly addressed fundamental 
problems of humanity. He is the author of ten books, including, 
most recently. Reason: Why Liberals Will Win the Battle for 
America. In this interview, Reich discusses the ethics and eco¬ 
nomics of the global marketplace and grassroots politics, never 
losing sight of the common good. 

Robert Reich: I should say that I approach this class with some trep¬ 
idation because in the sister course we were talking about poli¬ 
tics, personal choice, personal efficacy, and the ability to feel that 
you can actually have an effect on your society. Somehow during 
the course of that session, I got into my head that I should run 
for the governor of Massachusetts. And I lost. So just be careful 
what you say. Anything could happen in this session. Let me urge 
every one of you to at some point in your life—you do not have 
to run for governor—to take electoral politics very seriously. If, 
because of cynicism or resignation, you decide that politics is 
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somebody else’s business, you are ceding the political arena to 
the other guys. I have said this before: politics is the applied form 
of democracy. Unless we understand it and practice it and take 
it seriously and really be part of the political process, we are not 
effectively utilizing our power in this democracy and we are 
not experiencing what this democracy is really about. End of 
commercial. Your question. 

Question: Everyone knows people in the workplace who have been 
downsized, fired, restructured, or simply quit of their own ac¬ 
cord. It seems that loyalty in the American workplace is dead. In 
your opinion, what has led to this death in company employee 
loyalty? How do globalization and new technologies in the work¬ 
place figure into this? 

RR: If you roll the tape back thirty years ago, when I was in college, 
the assumption was that most of us graduates could get jobs if 
we wanted to. Very few of us wanted this, but you could get a job 
in a company, stay at the company for twenty, thirty, or forty 
years, retire with a little gold chain, a little watch, and a good 
pension. You would get a good salary. If you happened to be an 
hourly worker—and most people who went to college were not 
destined to be hourly workers, but most people did not go to col¬ 
lege, and therefore, most people were hourly workers—if you 
were an hourly worker, you would not be laid off, except in times 
of recession. But the term "layoff’' itself implied that you would 
get back “on” when the recession was over. You would have un¬ 
employment insurance during the recession, and you would get 
your job back. Now, was that a system of loyalty? Using the term 
“loyalty” implies that there was some special sentiment of col¬ 
lective, shared fate between a company and its employees. I 
think it is a little bit more complicated than that. 
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Thirty years ago, most of the leading industries in America— 
auto, steel, manufacturing, and even insurance industries— 
were organized as oligopolies. Three, four, or five major players 
roughly coordinated their investments and their outputs. The 
key to success was economies of scale—more runs, longer and 
longer runs of more product. If you could produce more, you 
could amortize your fixed costs over many, many units and there¬ 
fore generate profits. Thirty years ago, labor unions were fairly 
powerful. In fact, go back a little further; in 1955 roughly 35 per¬ 
cent of American workers were unionized, and most of those 
unionized workers set prevailing wages in their industries. If 
only four or five major manufacturers or players are in an indus¬ 
try, and they can roughly set prices together, then they are going 
to grant wage increases together, and they are going to turn those 
wage increases over into higher prices for consumers. You buy 
industrial price, everybody rises together, the rising tide basi¬ 
cally lifts all boats, and there is a fair degree of job stability, 
though not much innovation, not much change, not much appli¬ 
cation of new technology. We used to joke about our automo¬ 
biles that every year the fins got longer, but the stuff underneath 
the hood was pretty much the same. 

This all began to change in the 1980s and 1990s. Partly, it was 
due to international competition; foreign manufacturers came 
to the United States. It was easier through technology, cargo 
ships, and containerized ships to buy things from anywhere 
around the world. Many services became digitized. It was possi¬ 
ble for consumers to find out where they could get better deals 
from anywhere. It was not just globalization; it was also technol¬ 
ogy. Technology made a lot of high-volume, standardized work 
into commodities that could be replicated by machinery. We 
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used to have live telephone operators, we used to have live bank 
operators, we used to have service stations. Can you imagine 
that? We used to have a lot of people both in manufacturing and 
services doing essentially the same thing over and over again, 
but because of technology and globalization, because of the 
enormous innovations that have occurred with increased com¬ 
petition, those jobs have vanished, and employment security 
has vanished. Companies are under enormous pressure now, be¬ 
cause of intense competition, to get their cost structures down, 
and that means that they are laying people off at an extraordi¬ 
nary rate. The people who are being laid off most are what we 
might call the routine production workers, those workers who 
are in competition with both technology and workers abroad. 
They are losing their jobs. In the recession of 1990 and 1991, 
those jobs did not come back. Throughout the roaring 1990s, we 
lost and continued to lose a huge number of routine production 
jobs both in manufacturing and in the service sector. That is a 
very shorthand way of explaining to you what really is a very 
complicated process that has occurred over the past twenty to 
thirty years. 

Question: So in a globalized economy, what should be the constitu¬ 
tion and role of labor organizations around the world? How 
should they be built up? 

RR: When I was secretary of labor, the administration wanted to get 
the North American Free Trade Act signed, sealed, and deliv¬ 
ered. I talked to a lot of unionized audiences, many of them man¬ 
ufacturing workers who were losing their jobs, and I kept saying 
to them, “Look, the North American Free Trade Act is a little 
piece of a much larger picture. You are never going to be able to 
keep your jobs because of technological change and globaliza- 
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tion. You are probably going to need new skills. Hopefully, your 
companies are going to retrain you, and hopefully, we are going 
to invest a lot more in retraining and in education and in eco¬ 
nomic development, but those old jobs are never coming back.” 

When I addressed the International Labor Organization 
(ILO) in Geneva, the big issue there was labor standards, and 
whether the United States should argue that every country has 
to treat its workers as well—and every business in every coun¬ 
try should have to treat its workers as well—as American work¬ 
ers are treated. Is it appropriate to ask workers and companies 
in developing nations to be paid the same minimum wage as 
workers in the United States? What about working conditions? 
Should safety regulations be exactly the same as in the United 
States? 

My discussions with the ILO essentially resulted in a com¬ 
promise. You see, if we asked every developing nation to have 
the same worker standards and the same minimum wage as 
workers in the United States, then many countries could not 
afford those. It would be a kind of back-door protectionism. In 
fact, many developing nations were afraid that that was exactly 
what we were going to do. They were afraid that we were going 
to use the fact that they paid very low wages and provided less 
safe or less environmentally sustainable working conditions as 
an argument for not trading with those countries. Essentially 
the compromise we came to was this: there shall he internation¬ 
ally no slave labor, no forced labor, and no labor of children un¬ 
der the age of twelve, and the United States will do whatever it 
possibly can to prevent these things, even if it may mean loss of 
trade. We also do want to guarantee the right of free association 
for workers in every nation to come together and form labor 
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unions. But with regard to minimum wage and working condi¬ 
tions, we are going to ask countries, as they get wealthier, to im¬ 
prove their wages and working conditions. We understand that 
not every country can afford to treat its workers exactly the 
same as the United States. But as you become wealthier, largely 
through trade, we expect that your minimum wage will go up, 
we expect that your median wage will go up, we expect that your 
working conditions will continually improve. And we will mon¬ 
itor those things. 

Question: What about U.S. corporations going abroad for sweat¬ 
shops? The working conditions might be atrocious in our eyes, 
but in those countries the companies might actually help the 
workers and those workers might actually want to work there. 

RR: It is very easy to define what a sweatshop is in the United States. 
If you simply say they are getting a small portion of the mini¬ 
mum wage and they are in unsafe working conditions, those 
would make my definition of a sweatshop. Not only do we have 
to close them down, but we also have to make sure that major 
manufacturers and retailers take responsibility for policing their 
subcontractors. That is what we tried to do. 

What about, you ask, places around the world where workers 
are being paid a small fraction of American wages and they are 
not as safe? The answer is that a lot of it depends on the standard 
of living in that country. We cannot expect every country to be 
up to American standards, but we can put pressure—not only 
through trade, but through the IMF, through aid—to make sure 
that a country provides its workers with a minimally adequate 
standard of living relative to what that country can afford. Again, 
a minimum wage might be one-half the median wage; that 
might be a rule of thumb. You point out something that is not of- 
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ten discussed. If you have children who are working at a small 
fraction of American wages, and you do not trade, and you tell 
that country “You must not do that, you cannot employ fourteen- 
year-olds six days a week,” those fourteen-year-olds might find 
their way into prostitution or even worse working conditions. 
We need to provide those countries with the ability to get those 
fourteen-year-olds into schools and raise living standards so they 
do not have to be in factories working six days a week. 

Question: Earlier, you said if we do not get involved in the political 
process, we are letting the other guys win. I guess the question 
is, Where are our guys? You wrote an article about how we have 
had increased military spending and increased tax cuts that 
have largely benefited just the wealthy and will hurt the lower 
and middle classes. Meanwhile, we have had very little dissent, 
and the dissent we have had has been generally ineffective. 
Where do people who want to be involved in the electoral pro¬ 
cess and the political process turn to have some sort of effective 
dissent? Where are our guys? 

RR : I strongly believe that most Republicans and Democrats are dis¬ 
agreeing about means rather than ends. Some of us disagree 
about ends. But most of us, Republicans or Democrats, would 
object to a political system controlled by people with a lot of 
money—and that is what our political system has become. I set 
out to become governor of Massachusetts fairly naively. But 
what I did not do that I should have done is start much earlier 
and really develop a grassroots organization in the state. Mas¬ 
sachusetts, unlike, for example, in California... Well, let me be 
careful what I say about California. I love California. I just re¬ 
turned last week from California. The climate is superior to 
Massachusetts. But California is a state in which electoral poli- 
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tics is won or lost on the basis of television advertisements; Cal¬ 
ifornia is an air-war state. You have got to raise a huge amount of 
money. Gray Davis raised sixty million dollars and just basically 
obliterated his opponent. Essentially, he also selected his oppo¬ 
nent. Gray Davis, a Democrat, decided that he did not want to 
run against Richard Riordan, a very moderate Republican who 
might have beat him. He ran advertisements during the Repub¬ 
lican primary against the Republican who he thought had a bet¬ 
ter chance of beating him and made it possible for a much more 
conservative Republican to be his opponent. Now I suppose that 
this is legal, but, to me, it violates the spirit of what our democ¬ 
racy is all about. 

In Massachusetts and some other states, it is still possible to 
have a ground war through grassroots organizing and to run a 
campaign that is based upon both the Internet and people talk¬ 
ing to each other. I went around this state town by town, city by 
city, and spoke at town meetings. I think if I had done it for an¬ 
other year, I might have won. I did not have the money, but I did 
spend five hours a day on the telephone, calling everybody I 
could think of asking them to contribute money to my campaign 
so that I could have a little bit of an air war. Rut the winner, Mitt 
Romney, ultimately spent 12 million dollars, and something like 
4,5, or 6 million of the 12 million came from his own pocket. We 
cannot have a democracy that is dominated by rich people who 
are basically paying for themselves. Nor can we have a democ¬ 
racy that is basically run by big companies and even big labor or 
any big organizations that are financing campaigns. 

Now, where does that leave you? Where it leaves you is, if 
you want to be involved in politics at the grass roots, there is 
still plenty of room. Even California I would not give up on. 
I think we have got to revive grassroots politics in this country. I 
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think that is the only way of combating these air wars unless we 
get campaign finance reform, clean elections reform, and some 
public financing of air-war campaigns. But that is no replace¬ 
ment for grassroots campaigning. 

Question: Could you say a bit more about the experience of your gu¬ 
bernatorial campaign? For many of us, you struck us as a person 
of enormous hope, someone who would keep going no matter 
how badly things went. What does it feel like to be in electoral 
politics for the first time and see the way that large amounts of 
money can bulldoze ordinary citizens who are trying to make a 
difference? How did you maintain hope? 

RR: Look, I survived Bill Clinton’s cabinet. I survived Washington 
when the Republicans took over Congress. Washington, folks, is 
the kind of city where a friend is somebody who stabs you in the 
front. I am eternally optimistic and positive because people out 
there are enormously idealistic. How many of you have taken an 
introductory economics course? What microeconomics leaves 
out is that we carry around in our heads aspirations for the com¬ 
mon good. It is not only aspirations for what we want for our¬ 
selves, but we also have ideals about what is good for our society, 
what is good for the world. These aspirations—whether we call 
them the public interest, the common good, or something else 
—are the stuff of which politics really should be made. And you 
can tap into them. 

The best thing about being a politician was traveling around 
Massachusetts. In fact, even when I was in Bill Clinton’s cabinet 
traveling around the country and talking to people, we talked 
not only about their own needs—health care, child care, better 
schools, pension reform—but also their aspirations for what 
other people needed. I remember when we tried to raise the 
minimum wage in 1995 or 1996 for the first time in years, most 
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people in Washington told me, “There is no way you are going to 
get public support for this because the minimum wage touches 
just a small fragment of the workforce. It is an old democratic 
theme nobody cares about.” Well, it turns out that 85 percent of 
Americans thought the minimum wage ought to be raised. Many 
of them felt very passionate about it. We steamrolled a Republi¬ 
can Congress because they had so much mail from so many peo¬ 
ple saying this is the only right and decent thing to do. 

I could give you a lot of other examples having to do with 
workforce safety. Sweatshops. When one of our inspectors found 
Kathy Lee Gilford labels on some garments in a sweatshop in 
New York City, I knew that that was going to be the edge of the 
wedge in terms of getting a lot of people involved because we did 
not want to wear garments made by people earning a tiny, tiny 
fraction of the minimum wage in conditions that would make 
you blanch. 

If you want to get into politics, people want to hear aspirations 
about the common good. People also want to behold and vote for 
somebody who has integrity. They might not agree with every¬ 
thing that that person says. You may not agree with everything 
that the late Paul Wellstone stood for. In fact, Paul Wellstone 
came out against the Iraqi war resolution. We talked on the 
phone right afterwards. I said, “Well how do the people in Min¬ 
nesota feel about that?” He said, “Well, most of them think that 
I am wrong, but I am still going to win this fight.” John McCain 
is exactly the same. John McCain is somebody about whom peo¬ 
ple say, “Well, I do not believe in everything he stands for, but I 
believe he is standing up for what he believes, and that is impor¬ 
tant to me.” 

Question: You spoke about having labor associations across bound¬ 
aries. What do you think of the argument that some of the great 
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economic disparities between the U.S. and other countries re¬ 
sult from the fact that we allow resources to move among coun¬ 
tries but not labor? Would you suggest that labor boundaries be 
opened up so that people can move to places where there are 
jobs and their work is needed and properly rewarded? 

RR: I am basically in favor of broadening immigration to this coun¬ 
try. But let’s not fool ourselves. Inequality of income and wages, 
and you might also say opportunity, is widening in the United 
States and in almost every other country. At the top in the 
United States and every other country, you are finding very well- 
educated people. Computer engineers in India are earning less 
than computer engineers in the United States, but they are still 
earning really reasonable middle-class wages even by American 
standards. Increasingly, it is a global labor market in which the 
better-educated people who can solve and identify and manipu¬ 
late symbols and solve and identify problems are doing better 
and better. They are lawyers, investment bankers, marketers, 
engineers, and designers, and the demand for them is increas¬ 
ing. But if they are routine workers engaged in routine opera¬ 
tions, they are in competition with people from all over the 
world and technology, and their wages are dropping. Many of 
the people who had been in routine manufacturing are finding 
themselves in the local service economy—retail, restaurant, ho¬ 
tel, hospital, attention-giving services like child care or home 
health care—and these jobs do not pay very much. This is where 
a lot of the new jobs are opening in the United States for people 
without college degrees. It is not all that different in Europe. It 
is really becoming not all that different in many other countries 
that we were considering, a few years ago, to be developing 
nations. 

So the answer to your question is yes. More immigration— 
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fine. But that is not going to solve the problem of widening in¬ 
equality here and all over the world. 

Question: In e-mails that circulated after your gubernatorial cam¬ 
paign, you talked a lot about reinvigorating the Democratic 
Party. I was wondering what your thoughts were for changes that 
need to be made to reinvigorate the Massachusetts Democratic 
Party and also the national party, and what you see as a future 
that will lead the Democratic Party to more success in elections. 

RR : First of all, let me say that there really is not a Democratic Party. 
There is not much of a Republican Party, but there is even less 
of a Democratic Party. There is a sump pump called the Demo¬ 
cratic National Committee that is a financial sump pump. Basi¬ 
cally, it goes out and sends out mass mailings and it brings money 
in, and then it distributes that money to a lot of entrepreneurial 
candidates, each of whom is doing their own money raising. The 
Democratic Party, as a party—if you think of a party as parties 
used to be—has state parties, state conventions, hundreds of 
thousands of people involved. They come to a national conven¬ 
tion. They are the kind of ground troops I was alluding to before. 
That is not the Democratic Party today. The Republican Party is 
a little bit more of a party because the Republicans traditionally 
are a little more disciplined than the Democrats, but there is not 
much of a grassroots Republican Party either. There is an oli¬ 
garchy. And that oligarchy, for example, decided in the year 2000 
that George W. Bush would be the nominee in the next election. 
If you have an oligarchy, you can get a lot done pretty easily. 

Here is what we need to do—and I am saying we. I do not 
care whether you are a Republican, a Democrat, a Green, or an 
independent; I do not care who you are. But we, we as Ameri¬ 
cans who are interested in taking politics back and democracy 
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back, what we have to do is get serious in working at—I am go¬ 
ing to repeat myself but I want to extend the theme a little bit— 
at the grass roots. What do I mean by working at the grass roots? 
You now live in Cambridge, Massachusetts. You are a citizen of 
Cambridge. Saturday, there was a caucus in Cambridge with re¬ 
gard to going to the state party and an upcoming issues conven¬ 
tion. Now, there were students at that caucus—quite a number. 
I am delighted to say that many of them got involved in local pol¬ 
itics through my campaign. Could there have been more, and 
would it have made any difference for more of you to be there? 
It might have, at the margin, made some more difference. You 
might have met more people involved in local politics and felt 
your own power. That is the essence of involving yourself in 
politics. 

A year ago, many college students went to the caucuses when 
the caucuses counted for more because we were, a year ago, de¬ 
ciding on who was going to go to the state convention to nomi¬ 
nate people to be the Democratic nominee for governor. And 
many of the students who went to the caucuses came back and e- 
mailed me and said, “We took over the X caucus or the Y caucus. 
We took over ward three. We nominated each other. We are go¬ 
ing to the state convention. We are representing blank or blank. 
We feel more powerful and politically efficacious than we ever 
felt before. We did not know it was so easy.” Well, it is not always 
that easy. But to feel politically powerful, to understand that the 
democratic process really can respond to you is a heady and very 
important understanding. 
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As an economist, Juliet Schor has focused public attention on a 
trend that many Americans know from personal experience: 
overwork. Her best-selling book The Overworked American: 
The Unexpected Decline of Leisu re finds that Americans now 
spend more hours working than at any time since World War II. 
Schor’s subsequent writings have shed light on the culture of 
consumerism and its relationship to family, womens issues, eco¬ 
nomic justice, and environmental sustainability. Schor is pro¬ 
fessor of sociology at Boston College as well as a cofounder and 
board member of the Center for a New American Dream, an 
organization devoted to transforming North American life¬ 
styles through responsible consumption. In this interview, Schor 
paints a vivid portrait of a consumer society fueled by advertis¬ 
ing that leaves many overworked Americans feeling depressed. 
She describes alternative policies that would offer workers more 
choice as well as her own efforts to limit the market’s influence on 
her children. 

Question: While people in the U.S. become increasingly over¬ 
worked, there seems to be a pressing need to help those strug¬ 
gling at the very bottom. How do you think people gain a sense 
of social responsibility? What personal experiences have given 
you a sense of this social responsibility? 

Juliet Schor: The growth of the need to help those “at the very bot¬ 
tom” comes from the fact that over the past twenty years the 
conditions of life for people at the bottom in this country have 
gotten worse. If you look at the big picture, what has happened 
in this country is a dramatic shift from the first post-World War 
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II period, roughly 1945 to 1975, in which, as a society, we were 
becoming more equal. Conditions of life were improving, with 
increased access to health care, education, and basic services. 
Then we have a turnaround. Income distribution begins to 
worsen in the 1970s. Government policy turns sharply against 
the poor beginning in 1980 and toward a society that creates 
more privilege for a small group of people. 

The dominant approach out there when it comes to issues of 
social responsibility is service and volunteering—coming out of 
traditions of noblesse oblige, the duty of the wealthy to help the 
poor. There are also traditions that address these issues from the 
point of view of doing what is socially just in which each of us has 
our own obligation or role in terms of making society a more just 
and ethical place. It is the second tradition that I personally be¬ 
lieve in and that I worry is being crowded out by the first. The 
tiling about the first is that it essentially leaves structures of priv¬ 
ilege in place; it says in a world in which some people have so 
much, it is their duty to give a little more to the people below. It 
does not question the basic structures that lead to extremes of 
privilege and situation. 

As to your question of how I got there personally, when I was 
nine years old, I liked Nelson Rockefeller, who ran for president. 
He was a Republican. Rut the Vietnam War had already begun, 
and of course it was starting to radicalize people who were con¬ 
scious of what was going on then. I will not say that I was radi¬ 
calized by the Vietnam War, although I went to protest marches 
and was involved in the movements of the 1960s. I was politically 
active in high school. My first cause was the United Farm Work¬ 
ers’ Union, a group of unorganized and very oppressed migrant 
workers, mostly from Mexico, who were being exploited by the 
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growers, mostly in California. Truth be told, although I did not 
know it growing up, my parents were both Communists, and I 
think that is how I ended up the way I am. I found out when I was 
in high school. When they tried to control my political activity, 
they had to come clean about their own. I am sure, in whatever 
subtle ways they transmitted it to me, that is where it came from. 
By the way, in the era they were Communists, it was a much big¬ 
ger movement and was fighting for a lot of the things that liber¬ 
als came to fight for—racial integration, economic justice, union 
rights, the rights of workers, the rights of women. It was very dif¬ 
ferent than what we think of as Communist today. 

Question: Why did you decide to research New Consumerism? Was 
there a moment during your youth or education that signif¬ 
icantly raised your concern about it? 

JS: I got into it by accident, actually, later in life. When I came 
to Harvard in 1984, I had a standard economist’s view about 
consumption issues, which was that more is better. It is a sim¬ 
ple story: we should grow as fast as we can, and we can solve en¬ 
vironmental problems through technology. Also, as a radical 
economist coming out of a Marxian economic tradition, I fo¬ 
cused more on production. (Historically, Marxists have tended 
not to think too much about consumption, particularly in fields 
like economics.) I ended up completely revising my views and 
arriving at a very different point of view after first researching 
the workplace. 

My book The Overworked American is almost all about the 
workplace, the pressure on workers to work longer hours and 
why people were not getting more leisure time. Despite incred¬ 
ible growth of productivity in our society, what I found as I 
started looking at the data was that workers were actually work- 
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ing longer hours. That left an interesting question about the in¬ 
come that people were getting and what they were doing with it, 
and why in surveys asking workers about the tradeoff between 
money and free time most people said they pretty much liked 
what they had and did not show dissatisfaction about hours of 
work. What I started to do was examine the spending side of it, 
because I thought that must be important in understanding why 
people are satisfied with the fact that they are working longer 
hours. I developed what I called the model of work and spend. 
What I found was that people’s preferences about money and 
consumption adapt to what is happening in their lives. When 
surveys asked workers if they would rather have a raise or more 
free time, very large numbers of workers said they preferred the 
free time. But the system did not give that to them, giving in¬ 
come instead. They spent the income and became habituated 
to that kind of spending. When pollsters would go back a year or 
two later and ask the same questions, people would again say 
they were happy with what they had. I argue that that happened 
again and again in the post-World War II era. 

This is the total reverse of the standard argument, which says 
people have preferences for consumption. They exercise those 
in the market and get what they want. The standard argument 
also says that the number of hours people work is a reflection of 
their preferences, so they are choosing their hours of work and 
are again getting just what they want. What I argue is that the 
system works in reverse. Workers end up wanting what they 
have, so their preferences adapt to what is out there in the labor 
market. Given that there is a lot of rigidity in the system, work¬ 
ers have not had the opportunity to trade off productivity growth 
against leisure time. This relatively simple model just scratched 
the surface of the issue of consumption. 
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Question: In the news, we often hear consumerism linked with a bet¬ 
ter economy, for instance, during holiday shopping season. Do 
you feel that is an accurate interpretation, that consumer spend¬ 
ing is the foundation of a healthy economy? What do you think 
motivates this depiction on news coverage? 

JS: There is a difference between the possibilities for an economy 
and the way the U.S. economy is currently structured. It is true 
that in recent years especially we have shifted much more to 
a consumer-driven economy and, in particular, a debt-driven 
economy. A lot of that consumer spending is happening because 
of debt. People work longer hours in part so they can pay debts 
and keep up with these lifestyles. We have more and more ac¬ 
tivity and personnel devoted to marketing and advertising, with 
increasing dollars going in that direction. 

People may remember after September 11th, when President 
Bush came out and said that the thing people could do to be real 
patriots was to go to the mall and shop. By the way, people did 
not respond to this message for many reasons, one of which is 
that many Americans have a tremendous amount of debt. Par¬ 
ticularly with the economy crashing, they did not feel comfort¬ 
able going out and adding more debt to their credit cards. 

When people like myself and organizations like the Center 
for a New American Dream talk about issues concerning the re¬ 
lationship between consumerism and the economy, our view is 
that there is a precariousness to this form of economy and it has 
negative impacts we want to avoid, environmental impacts being 
central among them. Also, if you think about what has happened 
in this period that I call New Consumerism, which refers to the 
last twenty years, especially since the 1990s, increasingly you 
have money going towards luxury and status consumption and 
away from the satisfaction of people’s basic needs. We have an 
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increasing number of people who do not have health insurance 
or access to good health care. We have our school budgets being 
cut all around the country. We are shifting away from things like 
education, health care, social services, high-quality food (as op¬ 
posed to cheap, fast food)—these are all things research tells us 
would do much more to give people well-being. 

As a result, critics say we need to change the foundation of the 
economy. It is not so much about spending less; it is about spend¬ 
ing differently. Our economy has been on the path of the maxi¬ 
mal rate of growth, of which much of that is consumption. There 
are plenty of examples of other economies in which private con¬ 
sumption is a smaller fraction of total economic activity. 

Let’s say people agreed with me and wanted to do less of 
this private consumption. If we try to cut back or try to change, 
wouldn’t the economy collapse? People worry a lot about that. 
With the message that I am giving, people say, “Wait a second. 
How can we have a healthy economy if people consume less?” 
There are two ways to think about that: if every person in this 
country cut up all his or her credit cards tomorrow and decided 
to live with much more modest consumer spending, there is no 
question that we would have an economic collapse. But that is an 
unrealistic vision of how it would actually happen. The transfor¬ 
mation would occur gradually and largely because people decide 
they want to opt for more time out of the labor market, earn less 
money, and therefore have to spend less since they are not going 
to be earning as much. If you have a gradual shift to shorter 
hours of work and downshifting in the labor market, you can ac¬ 
tually shift to a different kind of economy without chaos and 
unemployment. 

Rather than urge people to go to the mall and buy more stuff 
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that they do not really need, we should have taken the opportu¬ 
nity after 9-11 to pull together as a country and ask, “What are 
the things we in this country really need, to which we could 
devote time, energy, and money?” That, to me, would have been 
more patriotic and more like what happened after the Second 
World War. We need to rebuild schools, we need to fix our health 
care system, we need to fix our foster care system, we need to 
clean up our environment. These are urgent needs in this coun¬ 
try. These are the needs to which we can devote time and money 
that will give us more well-being. 

Question: How would you respond to your critics’ claim that there 
seems to be an American cultural preference for income over 
leisure in terms of the willingness to work overtime? By what 
grounds do you quantify or measure quality of life and arrive at 
the conclusion that Europeans have it better than we do? 

JS: Is it just a cultural phenomenon that Americans are long-hour 
workers? A very short time horizon might give you that point of 
view. But if you look fifty years back, after the Second World 
War, the U.S. had much shorter working hours than Europe. We 
eliminated Saturday work and went to a forty-hour standard 
workweek long before Europe did. That mostly had to do with 
the fact that our GNP was growing faster in the early part of the 
century. We were getting wealthier quicker. 

You can see the same thing with Japan. When I started doing 
this research, Japan was the world’s workaholic nation. We have 
now surpassed Japan in terms of working hours. There was a lot 
of talk about how overwork was deep in the Japanese psyche and 
culture, which would not allow them to work shorter hours. 
However, decades earlier, the stereotype of the Japanese was 
that they were a ne’er-do-well, lazy culture. We have to be care- 
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fnl about culture and ascribing too much to it, particularly when 
we are seeing very big changes in working hours in very short pe¬ 
riods of time. Those are probably not going to be caused by cul¬ 
ture shifts or cultural determinants. 

The more important factors have to do with some of the eco¬ 
nomic factors that are driving hours of work. One is the way in 
which employers have pushed the norm to higher work hours. 
Surveys looking at changes in work over the last twenty-five 
years show that employees report not only working many more 
hours, but also their intensity of work has increased. The expan¬ 
sion of work into private time has increased. There are some 
very specific driving factors for this in the U.S., for example, the 
demise of the trade union movement, which was the key driver 
of shorter hours of work before World War II. Unions are still a 
major factor in Europe, which explains why European working 
hours have fallen and American working hours have turned 
around. There is also no doubt that there is a history in this coun¬ 
try of the so-called Protestant work ethic and that the U.S. has 
been consumerist, leading the world in the development of mass 
consumerist culture. 

The second question was about Europe and quality of life. 
What is quality of life, and why do I say that Europeans have a 
higher quality of life? Here I am taking a conventional view of 
quality of life in terms of the way it has been defined in social sci¬ 
ence research. Social scientists actually now know a fair amount 
about what gives people well-being, in both subjective and ob¬ 
jective terms. We know that healthy social relations are abso¬ 
lutely central to people’s well-being. Strong friendships, strong 
connections with family, strong community ties—those are key 
determinants of having both high objective well-being (as mea- 
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sured by a variety of factors like mental and physical health) and 
also subjective well-being (people’s own reports of how happy 
they are, how good they feel). Healthy intimate relationships, 
good health, a sense of meaning in life—these things are all very 
strong determinants of well-being. 

Working long hours, watching a lot of television, shopping a 
lot, having materialist values—those things do not contribute 
very much to well-being. In some cases, they undermine well¬ 
being. For example, let’s take consumerist values. There is now 
a very extensive literature in psychology which shows that the 
more materialist you are, the more you care about accumulating 
stuff, the more you care about making money, the more priority 
you give to possessions and financial success over other things, 
the worse off you are. You are more likely to be depressed. You 
are more likely to be anxious. You will have lower self-esteem. 
You are also more likely to have stomachaches, headaches, and 
psychosomatic illnesses. You will have less of what psychologists 
call “life vitality.” There is a lot of literature on adolescents and 
adults that shows this. Consumerist values are just not a healthy 
value system. 

I have just completed analyses on middle-school children, 
asking similar kinds of questions—measuring how involved 
they are in consumer culture, how much they care about having 
stuff and labels, and how much television they watch. Then I 
took measures of their well-being, such as their levels of anxiety 
and depression, how often they get stomachaches and head¬ 
aches, how bored they are, what they think of their parents, and 
their levels of self-esteem. All of those psychological outcomes 
are adversely affected by involvement in consumer culture; the 
kids who are more into this culture score lower on all of those 



86 


Labor and Economy 


psychological measures. An underlying causal model shows that 
it is their involvement in consumer culture that causes all of 
those things; it is not the other way around where “screwed up” 
kids gravitate towards consumer culture. 

Here is one more point on that: research also shows that the 
more television and other forms of media you watch, the more 
consumer involved you are. Children who watch a lot of TV and 
use other media are more likely to care about money, stuff, and 
labels and to worry about how much they have relative to other 
people. That, by the way, is key here. One of the real secrets to 
well-being is not to worry too much about having less than other 
people. The more oriented you are to comparing yourselves to 
others, the lower you are going to score on all of these outcome 
variables—more depression and anxiety and lower self-esteem. 
I found this in a lot of research that I have done in different 
areas. 

Question: In The Overspent American you identify not just adults 
but also children as suffering from a need to constantly com¬ 
pare their own material possessions to those of their peers. As a 
mother, how do you cope with your own children’s desire or need 
to fit in? 

JS: I guess my kids will not mind if I talk about them in front of six 
hundred people. I have two children. One is twelve, a boy. One 
is eight, a girl. When my son was born, we decided to start him 
off without any television. It was not that I felt dogmatic about 
this, saying, “I could never let my child watch television. It is 
such a bad thing.” I wanted to get reading and love of reading 
well established. With young people today, there is so much elec¬ 
tronic media that we are in danger of not reproducing love of 
reading, which is something that my parents gave to me and is 
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really valuable, both as an entertainment and a critical skill. 
That was my thinking at the beginning: get him really into read¬ 
ing, and then if he wants to watch television, that is fine. Why was 
I worried about reading? The research says that for kids who 
watch TV early on, it is harder to become good and avid readers, 
through a pushing-out effect. I was less worried about the impact 
of television on cognitive achievement and other things. 

People were hostile to me about this, by the way. They got de¬ 
fensive. People constantly warned me how hard it was going to 
be when I would no longer be able to control my child, and how 
he was going to turn into a TV addict. I figured, when he asks for 
it, I’ll give it to him. I did not want TV to become a point of con¬ 
tention or a forbidden fruit. 

My son was five years old when he asked about it. I said, “We 
do not think television is very good for you,” and discussed why. 
He took it pretty seriously and then never really asked to watch 
after that. Recently, occasionally, he can watch a sports event or 
something like that. My second child basically followed in the 
wake. We have been able to raise our children basically televi¬ 
sion free. Of course, my husband and I had to stop watching tele¬ 
vision. You cannot do it in a hypocritical way. It has worked out 
really well; the kids are great at entertaining themselves. 

It has also been positive in avoiding the “I want this, I want 
that” syndrome and all the advertising that is beamed at kids 
through television. I have just finished a book on the commer¬ 
cialization of childhood, the growth of marketing to children, 
and their increasing immersion in consumer culture. You have 
to be really careful in this culture about how much media you 
watch and how much you let it define your inner life. The Over¬ 
spent American talks about how people who watch more televi- 
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sion spend more money and save less. I argue that it has to do 
with the impact that television has on our lifestyle desires. Like 
any other thing, it influences people, and we have to be con¬ 
scious, aware, and proactive about it, rather than passive. Some¬ 
thing like 57 percent of U.S. households are what are called 
“constant television households,” in which the TV is on all the 
time. Although that does not mean people are glued to the TV 
all the time, there is a way in which television has become a con¬ 
stant backdrop in our society. That is something we have to pay 
attention to. 

Overall, my view is that we are trying to create a positive cul¬ 
ture in our household and with our friends because you need to 
do it in a larger community, too. If your kids are always socializ¬ 
ing with people whose values and practices you do not like, you 
are going to have problems. You want to put them in a context of 
people who share, to some extent, values and practices you want 
to reproduce for your children. 

This is not just about raising children television free; it is 
about giving our kids the sense that we believe in something. 
There is a positive aspect to it as opposed to merely a “You can’t 
do this, you can’t do that” mentality, which is all about restrict¬ 
ing. My husband and I want to create a cultural environment for 
our children that gives them what we feel is healthy, positive, 
stimulating, and creative. 

Question: In an interview in Z Magazine, you say that we need to or¬ 
ganize to change American work hours. What strategies of orga¬ 
nization would be most effective? Where have organizing efforts 
around work hours fallen short in the past? 

JS: If you look at the post-World War II period in union organizing 
around work time, what you see is very little progress. There 
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were a few contracts in some of the big manufacturing industries 
which gave more personal days, so there was a little movement 
there. But for the most part, this has been a nonissue in the sec¬ 
ond half of the twentieth century and continuing now into the 
twenty-first century 

Historically, in the period right after World War II, the unions 
that articulated a strong agenda for shorter hours were unions 
with large numbers of women. It is not hard for us to figure out 
why that is. One issue that has come up in the literature is the 
idea that if men’s jobs were shorter, they would have to do more 
work at home. That is a less appealing alternative than working 
longer hours. That is the first point: look for the larger number 
of women workers who are more time pressed because demands 
in the household economy are higher, creating much higher lev¬ 
els of total working hours. 

Point two: the labor movement, not only on this issue but all 
issues, can no longer achieve much on its own. It is weak and 
small. What they are trying to do now is just fend off attacks. The 
Bush administration is trying to reduce hours protections and 
make it easier for firms to demand longer hours from workers. 
The movement has to reach out to groups who are concerned 
about family, who care about children’s well-being, who are con¬ 
cerned about the environment—the impact of long hours, fast 
growth, and a high-consumption economy on the environment. 
By identifying common causes around relevant issues, the labor 
movement will be able to make a bigger impact. 

Another way in which people have been organizing to change 
work hours is through groups like the Center for a New Ameri¬ 
can Dream, which I helped to found in 1995. In a short period 
of time, we have grown from nothing to a staff of more than 
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twenty people around a message of what you might call ecolog¬ 
ical and social sustainability. By social sustainability, we are talk¬ 
ing about patterns of time use of working and consuming, which 
make it possible for us to reproduce not only a well-functioning 
and successful economy but also healthy families and communi¬ 
ties. We have a growing number of people who are resonating to 
our message and getting active. For instance, there is now a vol¬ 
untary simplicity movement, which has grown very rapidly. Sim¬ 
ilar groups have also formed around the country. On April 6, 
2003, we had the official start of a movement called Take Back 
Your Time Day, which celebrates a day of nonwork on October 
24. If Americans had the working hours of Western Europeans, 
October 24th would be the last day of the year that we would 
work. On average now, Americans work nine weeks more than 
the typical German, French, Dutch, or Nordic employee. Those 
are some examples of social movements that are developing to 
try and move our cultures in the directions I am talking about. 

Question: While your idea about cutting back on work hours makes 
sense theoretically, how would you carry this out in practice? 
What would you say to somebody who wants to live lavishly and 
is willing and eager to work more hours and make more money, 
or to someone who needs money for their family especially in 
professions like law enforcement, where overtime hours make 
up a large part of the salary? 

JS: Very much at the center of my vision of reducing work time 
is giving people choice. The way the labor market is structured 
right now, you have a choice to take a job or not to take a job. But 
once you have a job, most employees have relatively low flexibil¬ 
ity to reduce their hours within that job. 

For example, I did a survey at a major corporation in which I 
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asked people, “How feasible is it within your current position to 
reduce your hours?” Eighty-five percent said it was fairly diffi¬ 
cult or impossible. For the most part, what we have is a market 
in which hours of work are tied to jobs. Economists have done 
research on this, and they find that when people want to change 
their hours of work, they typically have to change their jobs. 

In part, what I am arguing for is the opening up of a market. 
We do not have a well-functioning market in hours. It is easier to 
get more hours, but it is very hard to find good jobs in this econ¬ 
omy where you can work shorter hours if you want to. It is very 
hard to reduce your hours for a while because you want to spend 
time with your family or pursue another interest and then be 
able to increase them again. This is a huge problem for women, 
many of whom have to leave jobs when they have children and 
cannot get back into those jobs again. You have a stymied career 
path in many jobs if you want to work shorter hours. 

If you look at the career trajectories of men and women, it is 
still the case that you have a huge gap in earnings. It no longer 
happens right after college. In the years right after college, men 
and women do pretty equivalently in terms of wage gap and ca¬ 
reer mobility. But when women have children, their careers 
pretty much flatten out and men’s continue to rise in terms of 
income and promotions. A big part of why that happens is that 
women can no longer devote very long hours to their jobs as they 
did before they had children. That then leads to dead-ending in 
their careers. 

Finally, there is the question of how to get there. There is a 
highly articulated desire among employees now in this country 
to work shorter hours, to trade income for time. We can do it 
through financial incentives to firms. We can do it through legis- 
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lation. There are a whole series of policies that would move us 
in the direction of giving people more ability to trade money 
for time. For example, the Netherlands passed a law a couple of 
years ago which said that anybody who wanted to reduce hours 
at their job would have the right to do so. The employer would 
need to give them the opportunity to work shorter hours. We can 
do it by shifting the fair labor standards in the way that I just 
talked about either by going to a lower standard workweek— 
which, by the way, does not prevent people from working more; 
it only prevents firms from forcing them to work more—or by 
outlawing mandatory overtime. There are very few employees 
in this country who have the right to say no to overtime hours. 
That seems to me a right that people should have in this country. 
They should not face losing their job if they do not want to work 
fifty or sixty hours a week, which is what many manufacturing 
workers face. 

Question: In an interview with David Barsamian, you contrast a typ¬ 
ical American’s idea of leisure time, such as TV watching and 
shopping, to higher-quality leisure activities and the idyllic no¬ 
tion of passing time, which we see in places such as southern Eu¬ 
rope. Can improving the quality of our leisure time simply mean 
increasing its quantity so that people can make better use of 
it? Do you believe there is also significant cultural change or 
a change in our values that must occur before Americans will 
change their behavior? 

JS: Part of what has happened is that our leisure time has become 
less satisfying and less vibrant as working hours have risen. 
There is a connection between the way we structure our work 
sphere and our leisure. In countries where people work more 
hours, they also watch more television, other things being equal. 
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We are less likely to engage in activities that require big invest¬ 
ments of time. 

However, research has shown that the kinds of leisure activi¬ 
ties that require big blocks of time and require developing skills 
are the ones that give the most back to people and are most sat¬ 
isfying. For example, getting involved in a local theater group or 
learning how to play an instrument well, getting into a band, de¬ 
veloping your skills in woodworking or art—those are the more 
active kinds of leisure activities that yield the highest process 
benefits. Long and unpredictable work schedules make it much 
harder to commit to doing those activities because you have less 
time. One thing we find in studies of people who have a four-day 
workweek is that they will never go back to the five days because 
they change the way they live. It is a very useful form of leisure, 
and it allows people to engage in really satisfying leisure-time 
activities. 

It is important to know that this is not just about my opinion 
or the kind of life that I prefer to lead. If we think about what has 
been happening in this country, we have extraordinary increases 
in depression and other forms of mental distress. We have a 
breakdown of community. We have high levels of family disso¬ 
lution. We have children who are at risk in a variety of ways re¬ 
lated to mental, physical, and emotional distress. We have kids 
committing suicide at record levels. All of those things are con¬ 
nected to these basic choices of working and spending—the way 
we are organizing our daily life, the way in which our economy 
is connecting with our families and community. Millions and 
millions of Americans are articulating a sense that their lives are 
out of balance, and they are searching for meaning. The value 
system of the 1990s—that economics is everything, making 
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money is everything—is a value system that we rushed head¬ 
long into. Now, as we can look back with the benefit of research, 
we see this yields a lot of problems and does not, in the long run, 
yield satisfying and meaningful lives. We need to go back to the 
quality of life that facilitates our connections to each other, our 
connections to the earth, our ability to have healthy spiritual 
lives, and our ability to have a set of values and to live our daily 
life in accord with those values. 

If I can give you any advice as you think about these issues, 
it is to stay true to the things that you really believe in, and to 
make life choices that allow you to do that. Do not sell your soul 
for some other purpose. Do something that you believe is really 
right. You will be much better off in the long run, aside from 
what it does for the world. 



MON FfOmfIN, corporate leaier 


Aaron Feuerstein is the former president and CEO of Malden 
Mills, the Massachusetts business that produces the innovative 
fabric Polartec. In 1995, when afire ravaged much of his textile 
factory, Feuerstein became a media hero, the symbol of a socially 
responsible business owner who leads according to his con¬ 
science. Despite overwhelming pressure to resume operations 
overseas, Feuerstein pledged to rebuild the mill at home and pay 
his employees during the three-month reconstruction, a decision 
that ended in bankruptcy in 2001. Through it all, Feuerstein has 
been steadfast in his commitment to the local worker and his 
homegrown company, and he continues to fight against propos¬ 
als to restructure and outsource labor to international markets. 
In this interview, Feuerstein discusses his own story and out¬ 
lines a vision of social responsibility in corporate govern ance. 
These ideas were presented when Feuerstein was CEO, and they 
represent the strategy that would be followed should he succeed 
in buying back the company. They do not represent the philoso¬ 
phy of Malden Mills’ current owners. 

Question: You have often spoken about how your religious beliefs 
factored into your decision in 1995 to rebuild Malden Mills af¬ 
ter a fire destroyed them. How large a role has religion played in 
your thought process? 

Aaron Feuerstein: I was brought up in a very religious environ¬ 
ment. It was liberally religious in that they did not believe that 
religion should have power over the state. They believed in sep¬ 
aration of church and state. I gained many values, which have 
stayed with me for life. 
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I can mention one. The family used to eat together every 
night. I considered it an honor. Some of the other members of 
the family who considered it mandatory, which it was, didn’t 
consider it such an honor. My parents and my siblings were 
there, and we used to discuss everything—school, religion, pol¬ 
itics, etc. It was wonderful. I recall when I was a kid, my father 
spoke of how, when he was fourteen years old, he started work¬ 
ing for his father in the Malden Mills, which was incorporated 
in 1906. He observed that my grandfather, who started the busi¬ 
ness, would go around every evening at around sunset as the 
work was over and pay each worker in accordance with his 
wages. My father said you don’t really do that here in the United 
States; what you do is keep your records in such a way that the 
wages, the hours, the union benefits, and the taxes can be calcu¬ 
lated. The only way that can be done is to pay in arrears the fol¬ 
lowing week. My grandfather screamed out, “No, it’s against the 
Torah, it’s against the Bible.” The next day, after public school (I 
was in a public school in Brookline), I had my Hebrew lessons 
with my maternal grandfather. I told him the story. I asked, 
“How is it possible that the Bible would be in opposition to pay¬ 
ing in arrears?” He said, “Yes, your grandfather is right. It’s in the 
Bible.” He opened it up and showed me where it said (later I 
committed it to memory) you cannot oppress the working man 
because lie’s a poor man. You have to pay him each day. The sun 
cannot set on those wages because that is what sustains him 
[Deuteronomy 24:14-15]. Those kinds of values were talked 
about every day in the family. 

Question: You appeal to a Jewish sense of ethics in your decision¬ 
making process. What guidelines would you recommend to 
those corporate decision makers who do not ascribe to a partic¬ 
ular religion? 



Aaron Feuerstein, corporate leader 


97 


AF: Let me tell you what the mission is of Malden Mills, which is 
quite different than the mission of other corporations. The av¬ 
erage corporation in the United States has the primary mission 
to maximize the profitability of the shareholder. The CEO is re¬ 
minded of this every day because Wall Street is controlling the 
situation to the degree that the CEO is able to increase the value 
of the share for the shareholder. If the CEO is able to do it the 
very next quarter, to that degree his income is greatly improved. 

In our corporation, we have a mission statement, which states 
that we have many stakeholders. The shareholder in our corpo¬ 
ration, which is not public, happens to be my family. Yes, the 
profitability to the shareholder is very important. Without it, 
the business won’t prosper. But there are other considerations as 
well which the CEO must keep in balance: we have responsibil¬ 
ity to the worker, both the union worker and the management 
worker, responsibility to the community, and responsibility to 
the environment. It’s up to the CEO to keep these balanced. The 
CEO in our company cannot sacrifice the worker or the com¬ 
munity or the environment for the shareholder. That is the ma¬ 
jor difference. 

I really don’t know what to do about public corporations so 
that they have mission statements like I have. I think in my small 
way, if I can manage to succeed—and when I say succeed, suc¬ 
ceed not only in my ideals but succeed financially—then it 
might awaken the realization in corporate America that, over 
the long term, a mission statement such as what we have will 
bring the best results. I do believe that. 

Question: Why did you choose not to send your factories abroad, 
even if it could have given opportunities to workers that they 
have never had before, in addition to saving you money? 

AF: Malden Mills is a global corporation. We have a plant in eastern 
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Germany in Gorlitz, which is on the border between Poland 
and Germany. We have an arrangement in China with a plant in 
Shanghai. Our conception of the global work is that the plant 
in Europe will better serve its customer because it is located 
there and can handle the situation better than we can by pro¬ 
ducing and exporting products all over there, even though we 
do a great deal of export. As our new products mature, we want 
them to be made in Europe where they are being sold. 

The same is true in Asia. The average corporation thinks that 
Asia is where the entrepreneur has the freedom to get labor at 
one dollar an hour instead of eighteen dollars an hour in the 
United States. Then they send the product back to the retail 
shop in the United States and get a greater profit margin. We do 
not think of it that way. We think of Asia for Asians. Asia has a big 
economy, and it is growing very rapidly. We do quite a bit of bus¬ 
iness in the Pacific Rim. We are going to use our Asian plant in 
order to gain a large share of the business that is available there. 
The only part of our Asian plant that we would use to bring prod¬ 
uct back into the United States would be product that would 
not take away from our operations in Lawrence and Methuen, 
Massachusetts. 

I would like to say a little bit more on that point because it 
is critical. I could almost make a speech over that point. The plan 
that we have improves the manufacturing base of the United 
States and possibly can give a livable wage to the worker. When 
you have a manufacturing company making a product, the 
worker usually gets a wage that is livable, which gives him self- 
respect and with which he can bring up a family and see that his 
children are educated. When he loses that job, as the manufac¬ 
turing base leaves the United States, the employment figures 
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show that he or she usually finds a job in the service industry. In 
the majority of cases, that service industry job is close to the 
minimum wage and not a livable wage. You are substituting a re¬ 
spectable wage for one that is not. In fact, you are really increas¬ 
ing the spread between those who are entrepreneurs—those 
who are marketers and financial people and creative people— 
and the working class. The difference between a CEO’s wages 
and the wages of a union worker, that distance keeps expanding. 
But if we continue with this business of removing the manufac¬ 
turing base from the United States, it is going to get worse, and 
it is getting worse. Very possibly, the United States could end up 
as a second-class nation. 

Question: What do you think of the idea of worker ownership, the 
idea that workers should collectively control the workplace and 
make decisions about production, and the idea that even in a 
unionized plant, workers have some say in workplace decisions, 
that their rights and dignity can’t be fully realized as long as they 
have to rent themselves to someone who manages them and 
profits from their labor? 

AF: I agree with that point of view. Until now, we have only gone as 
far as being respectful to our union. Unlike other textile mills, 
we do not think that the workers don’t have the right to be rep¬ 
resented by a union. I consider that very undemocratic. We have 
a union. In fact, we never have a strike with our union. The next 
step is to permit the workers to have not merely a stake as work¬ 
ers but also as shareholders. We are working on various plans, 
and someday I hope that might be a reality. It makes sense. 
When we do it, we are not going to do it exclusively for the CEO 
because we are a private family. We do not have to worry about 
what is happening to the share price. We would have many peo- 
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pie in the company participate; both management and union la¬ 
bor participate in being owners and in presenting ideas on bow 
the company can be creative and grow. 

Question: In 1996 you told Parade magazine, “I have a responsibil¬ 
ity to the worker and an equal responsibility to the community.” 
Do you ever feel that these social responsibilities clash with your 
current business as a supplier of materials to the armed forces 
and to hunting stores? Is your business, while you may not be 
selling guns, not an accessory to the perpetual glamorization of 
weapons, arms, and all things military in America? 

AF: Thank you. Very good. In our case, the military amounts to 5 
to 10 percent of our business. We are not making guns, even 
though I am not necessarily a pacifist. We are not making the 
guns; nor are we making the tanks. What we are doing is work¬ 
ing with Natick Laboratories to make our soldier in the field 
more comfortable and suffer less. Some of the new things that 
we are working on with Natick Laboratories, pioneering textiles 
and electronics, actually keep the soldier alive. We think that is 
the way to go: to spend our money on research and development, 
and not always make just the mature textile. We want to make 
something that has more performance. So we are working on 
special kinds of textile materials, which will report back to the 
medic the heart rate of the soldier or the victim who has been 
shot, to indicate if he is alive, or if he is not alive. In that way, we 
have a good chance of keeping the wounded soldier alive. We 
also have a good chance of keeping the medic alive, because ev¬ 
ery time you have special operational forces, you have a group 
of medics who have to go out and service them. Many of them 
get shot as they go out because they do not know whom to go to 
first, whom they have a chance of saving, and who is already 



Aaron Feuerstein, corporate leader 


101 


gone. We also succeeded in making fire-resistant fleeces, which 
give warmth and ultimately keep the serviceman alive. Every¬ 
thing I am talking about also has eventual civilian applications. 
There are many disabled people and people who need help from 
textiles that can do more than just provide clothing for warmth. 
We are working on all of that, and we think it is important. 

But to come to the key of your question: is it ethically wrong 
for us to be involved in something that is military? I maintain 
that, no, it is not. If we work with the American government to 
help defend our soldiers, then we are doing something worth¬ 
while. The other thing that I would like you to know is that the 
military insists that any product that is made for them is made of 
American manufacture. 

Question: You have often talked about having a responsibility to your 
workers. Do you think this responsibility should be universal for 
all employers? If so, should laws be passed to enforce this type 
of social responsibility even if it puts companies at risk? 

AF: Oh, yes. If you had a movement in the United States that mir¬ 
rored the mission statement of Malden Mills, you would not be 
losing your manufacturing base. You would not be losing the 
worker who gets a livable wage and forcing him to take a mini¬ 
mum wage. You would maintain the United States in its position 
as the number-one country in the world today. 

Even though the question has not been asked, I would like to 
talk about economic justification. What economic justification 
is there to put in a mission statement “social responsibility”— 
responsibility to community, responsibility to worker, responsi¬ 
bility to the environment? What economic justification is there 
for that, and will it not, in the end, all be lost because it is not eco¬ 
nomically justifiable? We have given that a great deal of thought 
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at Malden. It started originally back after the Second World 
War. While all the other textile mills were running down south 
in order to save 20 to 30 percent on labor, we stayed in Lawrence. 
We had to figure out then what to do. We slowly but surely 
worked out a business strategy, which we think is economically 
justifiable, so that a company can have a mission such as ours 
and, at the same time, prosper. 

There are three parts to it. Number one: we are determined 
to make the very best quality we know how to make. We do not 
stop until that quality is the very best in the world. We differen¬ 
tiate ourselves from the global commodity market, which does 
not have that same kind of quality but fights for business on the 
basis of price. The country that has the cheapest labor has the 
best price and wins the ball game. We are not in that thing. We 
differentiate ourselves from that. We insist on the best quality. 

Number two: we commit our human and financial resources 
to branding that quality. We have worked out a brand that is an 
ingredient brand because we sell to people like Patagonia, North 
Face, Lands’ End, and L. L. Bean. It is a fabric that goes into 
their products, so we call it ingredient. It is not the final product. 
We want the consumer to know that the product he is buying in 
the store is made of the best material, so we spend a great deal 
of money building up our brand. 

The third part of our strategy is financial and human re¬ 
sources devoted to research and development and innovation. 
We think it is critical that a brand not live on its past history but 
that a brand has to make its own products obsolete, as is being 
done today in the electronic and high-technological fields. We 
expect to do exactly the same thing so that what is going to be 
copied of what we make offshore will not be the newest and 
the best. 
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This strategy of quality, brand, and research and develop¬ 
ment makes a better textile fabric mill than ever before in U.S. 
history. We think that it is possible to accomplish this and to do 
so with a mission statement similar to ours. 

Question: With the corporate scandals such as that involving Enron, 
what hope can you provide for us that you are not alone and that 
many in the business community are honest, kind people who 
care about more than just the bottom line? 

AF: Theoretically, the CEO is supposed to take care of the bottom 
line and maximize the profitability of the shareholder at the ex¬ 
pense of every other value. What actually happened in the case 
of Enron, and in some other cases, was that the CEO not only 
double-crossed the worker and the community and the environ¬ 
ment but went one step further—he double-crossed his own 
shareholders. He was publicly declaring that he was taking care 
of the shareholder when in fact he was padding his own pocket 
at the expense of the shareholder. I always felt that it would come 
to that kind of an extreme because the average MBA student 
is taught that there is only one criterion for success, and that 
is maximizing profitability to the shareholder. Naturally, when 
he learns that in school, he goes out and is controlled by Wall 
Street, which tells him what to do. It had to happen that not only 
would he work for the shareholder, but he would also, in that 
kind of an environment, work for himself at the expense of the 
shareholder. 

Question: Many of us admire not just your grit but also the grace 
with which you have handled very difficult situations, such as the 
factory fire in 1995. Where did you find the courage to act as you 
did, and where did you find the hope to sustain that courage? 

AF: Wow. Well, it is very difficult to say where I found the courage. 
It was the right thing to do, and I always felt in business that do- 



104 


Labor and Economy 


ing what is right is as important as making money. There should 
not be a dichotomy, where it is dog-eat-dog during the day, char¬ 
ity is for one day a year at Christmastime and services in the 
temple on Saturday, but the other six days you can do whatever 
the hell you want. At that time, when the fire took place, it was 
just before Christmas. There was no question that I was going to 
rebuild, and I was going to rebuild right there. I was not going 
to let the ideal and the objective that I had die because of a fire. 
So we creatively schemed out how we could rebuild there. I 
knew that I had positions for my maintenance people, who had 
to rebuild the equipment, and for my construction people, who 
had to rebuild the plants. But I did not have immediate employ¬ 
ment for the union people who had to care for the equipment 
and care for the production as it went through the production 
line. I felt that that was not fair. Why should the union guy take 
it on the neck a week before Christmas whilst the others who 
were the more educated group and who were able to do other 
tilings to help us get back into business, why should they get paid 
and the union people not? And so it was maybe almost instinc¬ 
tive that we went forward and paid the union people for ninety 
days. 

Question: Before your interview, you had mentioned that previous 
to 1995 you had been a very private person, not in the public eye, 
not giving talks on television. After the fire, you were suddenly 
very much in the public eye, invited to all of the news programs. 
That was a big change. Can you tell us what that was like to sud¬ 
denly have an opportunity to address a wider public? 

AF: Well, I do not think I really deserved the celebrity status that 
I was thrown into. But it did help me. As a result of it, I have 
widened my horizons; I am not insulated by the smallness of 
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my activity. For the question of whether I deserve that kind 
of publicity... 

Question: I didn’t mean to be asking that. 

AF: Well, I’ve got to ask that. The plant is located in the Arlington 
Woolen Mill in Lawrence, Massachusetts, which is quite a big 
complex. The original mill was built in 1865. Amazingly, when I 
did some research, I found out that the original plant burned to 
the ground the following year, in 1866. He rebuilt the way we 
did. He stayed in the community. He did everything that he 
should have done. He never received any of the publicity or 
celebrity status that I got. I think it is a reflection of our time, that 
maybe back then in the nineteenth century, caring for workers 
and having a personal relationship with the community was 
not considered abnormal to the degree that it is today. In the 
twentieth century, with all our progress, it is considered very 
abnormal. Therefore, this guy who did it, there has got to be 
something special about him. 

Question: Do you think that the workers in your factory work harder 
than workers in factories where they are not treated so well? 

AF: For the ninety-day payment, did the company get in return over 
time? Yes, we got a great deal of return over time. I recall that 
ten days after the fire, they called me up and they said that the 
one plant, which remained intact, was able to make the Polartec 
finished fabric. It was quite a miracle that it was operating be¬ 
cause the workers went and refurbished that plant in ten days. It 
would normally have taken any other company sixty or ninety 
days. They invited me over, and I went over. I saw all the mate¬ 
rial coming off of the production line. I had not cried before. I 
did not cry the night of the fire because crying weakens you so 
you cannot think straight. But when I saw the material coming 
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off, it was just so wonderful that I realized that tears were com¬ 
ing to my eyes. I went up and down the production lines and 
shook hands with all the workers. The managers were all there 
as well, and they all had tears in their eyes. 

There was one worker I will never forget who came over to me 
and he said, “Aaron, you don’t have to thank us. I’m telling you, 
we’re going to pay you back tenfold.” And they did. They got us 
back into business very rapidly. In our textile business, it is so 
highly competitive that if you are out of the business for too 
many months, it is all over. They helped me there. They man¬ 
aged to get more production out with less equipment than we 
ever did before. They brought in a quality improvement that 
yields fewer seconds over a period of two years after the fire, 
which was amazing. 

So there is no question in my eyes that the workers are an 
asset. They are playing a role in the business. It is not just how 
much you pay them. That is important. But it is what kind of 
work they are prepared to give you, and that is even more im¬ 
portant. Over the long term, I think that will play a greater role 
than the amount of money you pay them. 



MOMI Km journalist 


Once a self-described “mall rat” with an eye for designer labels, 
Naomi Klein today is a critic of corporate po wer and a leading 
light of the global justice movement. In 2000, at the age of thirty, 
Klein published No Logo: Taking Aim at the Brand Bullies, a 
hotly debated critique of marketing’s effects on culture and citi¬ 
zenship. Translated into twenty-five languages. No Logo was 
called by the New York Times “a movement bible.” Klein has 
traveled throughout North America, Asia, Latin America, and 
Europe, documenting the rise of anticorporate activism for The 
Nation, Newsweek International, the Globe and Mail, and the 
Guardian, among other publications. Her book Fences and 
Windows: Dispatches from the Front Lines of the Globalization 
Debate tracks the globalization conflict from Seattle to Septem¬ 
ber 11 and beyond. In this interview, Klein discusses campus 
activism, the North American way of life, and her role as an 
activist journalist in the anticorporate movement. 

Question: Between the moment you dropped out of college and 
the time when you finished writing No Logo, a book that would 
eventually be a global best seller, what were you doing? What 
were the steps that led you to create No Logo, and were the roots 
of that evident even in your time in college? 

Naomi Klein: I was a student activist when I was at university; I stud¬ 
ied philosophy and literature at the University of Toronto. But I 
got wrapped up in campus politics. I started writing for our uni¬ 
versity newspaper and ended up editing the paper, which is ac¬ 
tually a full-time job. That is why I never completed my degree, 
because after I edited the student newspaper for a year, I got a 
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student internship at the Globe and Mail, which is Canada’s na¬ 
tional newspaper, and they kept me on. So I tell my parents that 
it is really the Globe’s fault that I did not finish my degree. 

I was definitely an activist first, before I saw myself as a jour¬ 
nalist. I started writing for the campus newspaper because I 
wanted to share with the rest of the university community why 
I was an activist. I also come from a political family—my mother 
was active in the women’s movement—so you could say I inher¬ 
ited my interest in politics. Later, when I was working at a main¬ 
stream newspaper, I got really frustrated because they were not 
interested in covering the issues that I cared about. I went to a 
small progressive magazine in Canada and became editor of that 
magazine when I was about twenty-four. Out of the research I 
did for columns there as well as for other freelance writing, I de¬ 
cided to write No Logo. 

The decision to write a book came from the realization that a 
lot of my research was connected. I realized that there was a con¬ 
nection between my interest in overmarketing and the loss of 
public space and my interest in the denigration of labor condi¬ 
tions. I had been writing about sweatshop conditions as well as 
corporate branding. I realized that these things were connected 
by a corporate ideology, but this was too big for an article. That 
is when I decided to write the book. 

Question: Have you been able to instill a sense of urgency in other 
people who have been resigned to the issues surrounding glob¬ 
alization? How can students who feel powerless and resigned 
become active and help the fenced-in people you have written 
about who have been negatively affected by globalization? 

NK: When I wrote No Logo in the late nineties, a lot of it was inspired 
by the student activism going on at that time. When I was in uni- 
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versity in the early nineties, the campus politics had very little to 
do with macroeconomic issues. Nobody talked about globaliza¬ 
tion or the global economy. Very few people even talked about 
the economy. The issues were very much focused on identity 
and individual rights and group rights—not economic rights. 
But when I think back on those years, there were some very key 
global shifts happening in terms of the creation of the World 
Trade Organization and loss of national power to trade agree¬ 
ments and international organizations, as well as to private cor¬ 
porations through policies of privatization and deregulation. 

When I think about what was driving us in those years, a lot 
of it had to do with the battles around political correctness. We 
were ill equipped to get our heads around something as huge 
as the global economy. Unless you were specifically studying 
international law, you did not learn about it at school. It was an 
alphabet soup of acronyms that perpetually gave people the feel¬ 
ing that they were sick the day when everybody else learned 
what all the acronyms stood for. In response to this, I think, we 
kept focusing more and more inward—on ourselves, on our 
campus, on our poor syllabus. But we somehow became so in¬ 
ward looking that we almost could not see the outside world of 
our own campus, maybe our city—but certainly not our coun¬ 
try, let alone the world. We became more and more parochial in 
our concerns. Frankly, I think that had to do with a fear of actu¬ 
ally confronting global economic issues and a feeling that we ac¬ 
tually did not have the intellectual tools to do so. 

The wave of activism that inspired me to write No Logo in¬ 
volved young people getting their heads around this incredibly 
daunting structure by using the iconography of the global mar¬ 
ket itself. They would grab, say, a Nike running shoe and use it 
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as a popular education tool. They would follow the creation of 
this running shoe, where it was produced, how it was marketed, 
how it was sold at the mall, and then they had a picture, the 
X-ray, of the global economy in miniature. At the same time, by 
focusing on well-known brands, these issues connected to us in 
our culture because brands are pop culture icons as well as prod¬ 
ucts. It was really about finding entry points: what you buy can 
be an entry point, what a school buys can be an entry point. So 
that is one answer to the question about how to bring a sense of 
urgency to these issues. 

If you look at the rise of the anti-sweatshop movement and 
how it evolved, you see that students realized that labor injus¬ 
tices are not just happening in other countries; they are happen¬ 
ing in our country and in our schools. At Harvard, we saw that 
with the very active Living Wage Campaign. 

When people have an overwhelming feeling that the problem 
is so colossal they may as well just stay home and watch TV, they 
lose that sense of urgency. So you have to start small; you have 
to start personal. You can start with something that affects 
you, whether it is something that you buy, wear, or consume or 
whether it is the people who serve you—clean your rooms, serve 
you food, and pick the tomatoes for the fast food that you buy. 
We have all these personal connections to these huge issues, but 
there is no stopping there; we have to use these as entry points 
and then start talking about the policies and systems of power 
that make these injustices possible. 

In terms of the urgency question, particularly in the United 
States, particularly on elite college campuses, there is so much 
privilege that we mistakenly believe that guilt is your best moti¬ 
vator. The way to get people active is to make them feel really 
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bad and berate them with their complicity in an abusive system. 
That complicity is there and the abuses are there, but my expe¬ 
rience is that guilt is a short-term motivator. Make people feel 
guilty and they might give money or sign a petition, but then 
they will just try to avoid the people making them feel guilty, be¬ 
cause people really don’t like to feel guilty. 

But we do need to understand our complicity. I am going to 
Iraq in a couple of days, and my intention behind that trip is very 
clearly to shine a light on what the occupying powers in Iraq are 
doing and our complicity in that. At the same time, it is really im¬ 
portant that when we talk about things like overconsumption 
and the role of the U.S. in the world that we also look at the 
promises of its lifestyle and whether it is actually making us 
happy. A war fought, in part, over oil, relates to the kind of iso¬ 
lated lives we live here as well as to climate change, from which 
no one is excluded. Arundhati Roy often asks people whether 
the so-called American way of life—a way of life so sacred and 
supposedly so wonderful that the government wages war around 
the world to protect it—actually makes them happy. She jok¬ 
ingly describes the American way of life as the right to live alone 
in your house with your washing machine, and when you put it 
that way it doesn’t sound worth waging wars to protect. 

A couple of years ago, I was speaking at an American campus 
right after living in Argentina for a year researching the eco¬ 
nomic crisis. I went straight from Buenos Aires to a university in 
Colorado. A young woman stood up to ask the first question. She 
said, “I understand what you are saying about Washington’s neo- 
liberal economic policies on Argentina, and I know it’s really, 
really bad, but the problem is we do not really care, because we 
are comfortable.” She said, “I have my own car and I drive to 
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Wal-Mart, to McDonald’s, to school, and I am happy, so why 
should we care?” There are lots of ways that you can deconstruct 
that whole exchange. But what really struck me was that what 
she was describing—driving to Wal-Mart and McDonald’s and 
driving to school, living from strip mall to strip mall—actually 
did not sound much fun. A lot of what we keep being told is this 
wonderful way of life that we have to protect is sometimes pretty 
bleak and lonely, which is why there are so many people on 
Prozac and other antidepressants. 

Question: Your articles are obviously very opinionated and offer a 
particular view of politics. What do you believe to be your role 
as a journalist and how should you be informing society’s opin¬ 
ion about politics? 

NK: I consider myself an activist journalist. I identify myself primar¬ 
ily as an activist, as someone who is driven by my desire for 
social change. But I happen to actually not like crowds very 
much. There are a lot of different ways of being an activist. We 
have this idea in our head that activist equals someone who 
marches in a rowdy crowd, holds a placard, and screams into a 
megaphone; that is an activist. You can be an activist in any pro¬ 
fession that you choose. You can be an activist doctor, an activist 
lawyer, an activist entrepreneur, and an activist journalist. It 
means that you use your skills and talents in the service of so¬ 
cial change. That does not mean that you would never go to a 
protest. I certainly go to protests and rallies, but I am not a very 
good chanter. 

I am a columnist, which means that my role is to have an opin¬ 
ion and to analyze from a certain perspective. There are people 
whose job is to be a straight-ahead reporter, and they have to be 
much more guided by the rules of balance. I do not use the word 
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objectivity because I do not believe that anyone is objective. Ab¬ 
solutely, you must be fair and balanced, and you must not be a 
propagandist. You can be a journalist out of your desire for so¬ 
cial justice, but you should refuse to be propagandist in the sense 
of distorting reality for those political ends. Propaganda does 
not actually serve those political ends. Besides, the real activist 
journalists are working at FOX, not The Nation. We are timid 
at The Nation. At FOX, they are just gloves off. They are cam¬ 
paigning crusader journalists for their particular worldview. 

Question: In Fences and Windows , you write of the recurring theme 
of fences acting as barriers to resources, demonstrations, politi¬ 
cal policies, and other means of affecting change. When have 
you personally felt the burden of such a fence blocking you from 
implementing change? How did you respond to this? 

NK: I chose the metaphor of fences because in many countries, the 
only jobs available are as prison guards or as private security 
guards protecting the “haves” from the “have-nots.” We barely 
notice it anymore because so many of us have accepted the real¬ 
ities of a widening gap between rich and poor. But that kind of 
system means that the rich have to be protected from the rage of 
the poor, from the mobility of the poor, or from the needs of the 
poor, which is why we have so many fences and walls in our sup¬ 
posedly globalized society. This holds whether at the border, 
where we are seeing more and more people being deported 
in handcuffs, or at the neighborhood level, with ever more elab¬ 
orate alarm systems, especially in cities like Sao Paulo, New 
Delhi, or Johannesburg, where you have the sharpest divisions. 
That was why I used that metaphor. 

In terms of whether I, personally, have been affected, part of 
the reality I’m describing is that people like you and me really 
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are not that affected—we sail through life with an illusion. I just 
sailed through the U.S.-Canada border this morning. Going to 
Jordan and Iraq, I will have the impression that globalization is 
real if I just keep my blinders on. I will have the illusion that we 
really can enjoy the incredible mobility that technology affords 
us and not see what an incredible privilege it is and that a huge 
majority of the world’s population are shut out and face fences 
and barriers wherever they try to move, where we are facing 
open borders and possibilities. 

There are barriers that I choose to face if I go to a protest at 
a trade summit, for example. The Free Trade Area of the Amer¬ 
icas summit was recently in Miami. Certainly we were fenced in 
there, but that was also a privilege. It is a privilege to choose to 
confront those barriers. For example, in the months leading up 
to the FTAA summit in Miami, there was steady police harass¬ 
ment of the people whose lives have been most directly im¬ 
pacted by so-called free trade policies in Florida: migrant 
Mexican farm workers and Latino garment workers, for exam¬ 
ple. In the months leading up to the summit, the police told 
these workers that if they went to these protests to speak out 
against the loss of jobs and land as a result of free trade, they 
would be arrested and deported. Even the question of who can 
go to a demonstration in this country is increasingly being regu¬ 
lated. These preemptive arrests that we are seeing at protests, 
where people are just scooped up without doing anything, might 
mean an arrest record for some of you, or probably not even that, 
but it would mean a deportation for somebody in a more pre¬ 
carious position. 

Question: You have written extensively about how America is es¬ 
sentially colonizing Iraq. How can young people make deci- 
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sions that will affect the nation’s economic policies over in 
Iraq and elsewhere? Since the government seems uninterested 
in the protests of the left wing, what can we do to be more 
effective? 

NK: I don’t think we have tried yet, to be perfectly honest. There 
were some amazing protests against the war before it started. In 
February 2003, there were at least ten million people around the 
world taking to the streets. But I would argue that most liberals, 
in both the U.S. and the U.K., are focusing primarily on refight¬ 
ing the fight about why we went to war in the first place—trying 
to prove ourselves right, in other words. Iraq really did not have 
the weapons of mass destruction. Bush lied. The protesters are 
basically saying, “We were right; you were wrong.” You know 
what? We were right. But the idea of gloating about that after 
hundreds of American soldiers and thousands of Iraqis have 
died is just obscene. The war is ongoing. The spoils of war con¬ 
tinue to be divided at an alarming rate with incredible profits. 
The moral of this story is crime pays. If you are Halliburton, it 
pays really well. If you are Bechtel, it pays very, very well. 

The opponents of this war should be concentrating on finding 
strategic ways to make crime not pay. There need to be cam¬ 
paigns that really target companies that are profiting directly. It 
is really easy to find out who those companies are. I was at Duke 
University a little while ago. The company that got a contract 
worth half a billion dollars—the largest contract of its kind ever 
awarded—to set up Iraq’s local government is actually a private 
company that was spun off from Duke and the University of 
North Carolina and North Carolina State University. It is called 
the Besearch Triangle Institute. I interviewed the company’s 
vice president, who was in charge of the Iraq project, and he ad- 
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mitted to me that nobody at his company had been to Iraq in 
years and that they applied for the contract before the war even 
started. Three firms were given the opportunity to bid on this 
project, but two of them refused because they had problems 
with the idea of bringing democracy to a country that was about 
to be invaded. They were also uncomfortable with the idea that 
they would be working directly for an occupying power, which is 
sort of new territory for nonprofit research institutes and NGOs, 
but that is what is happening. So universities are very much in¬ 
volved in the war and occupation, and that is just one example. 
There are plenty at other colleges as well; you just have to do 
some digging. 

It is really about following the money. It is a terrible shame 
that the billions of dollars of U.S. taxpayer money awarded by 
Congress in the name of rebuilding a war-torn country is actu¬ 
ally staying for the most part in the United States and lining peo¬ 
ple’s pockets here in the face of an incredible humanitarian crisis 
in Iraq. Research institutions are taking contracts that have a 
built-in profit. They are called cost plus, because their costs are 
covered plus a guaranteed profit of anywhere between 3 and 7 
percent. But that money is money that is not going to buy medi¬ 
cations in Iraq or to hospitals or to fix the water system. There 
need to be campaigns that follow the money and make these 
specific connections. 

Question: In Fences and Windows, you describe how the anti¬ 
globalization movement is the moral stepchild of globalization. 
In other words, the same connections fostered by globaliza¬ 
tion also led to a transfer of information between people in var¬ 
ious parts of the world who are opposed to globalization. As an 
outgrowth of globalization itself, which you describe as perpet- 
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uating unequal distributions in wealth and power, to what extent 
does the anti-globalization campaign reproduce the same im¬ 
balance? To what extent is the campaign dominated by Western 
voices? Finally, as a journalist, how do you try to incorporate the 
voices of people in regions of the world who are at the other end 
of the wealth, power, and privilege spectrum? 

NK: There is a lot in that question. In some ways I would disagree 
with the premise of the question, though. I say in the foreword 
to the book that calling it an anti-globalization movement is a 
misnomer. There are some people who are against globalization; 
they think that we should all just stay home and grow our own 
food. These people exist, but they are a very small minority 
within what is called the anti-globalization movement. 

The vast majority of people who galvanized around these 
movements were driven by the rise of corporate power and the 
privatization of life. In fact, in many parts of the world, nobody 
uses terms like anti-globalization to describe these movements. 
In Latin America, for instance, they are anti-capitalists, or they 
are reacting to neoliberalism; it is an anti-neoliberal movement. 
For the past five years, Latin America has rejected these policies 
in many different ways, stopping privatization everywhere from 
Bolivia to Mexico and kicking out neoliberal presidents in Ar¬ 
gentina, Bolivia, Ecuador, and Brazil. They are not saying we do 
not want to be part of the global economy; rather, they are re¬ 
jecting a set of economic policies that they call neoliberalism— 
the policies of privatization, deregulation, and downsizing. The 
reason why it is globalization is because these policies are global 
and they are globally enforced by international institutions like 
the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank—one 
size fits all, cookie-cutter models. 
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The most famous example of this was when the IMF went into 
Russia. A journalist got a copy of one of their structural adjust¬ 
ment documents, where they talk about how Russia had to pri¬ 
vatize all of their state enterprises and eliminate all import tax. 
In the middle of the document, the journalist saw that it said 
South Korea instead of Russia, because they did some kind of 
search and replace but missed a couple. When I say it is one size 
fits all, it is literally the same recipe taken from South Korea and 
imposed on Russia, and now imposed in Iraq. These policies 
they are using, when they are imposed all at once, are called 
shock therapy. That is what they called it in the former Soviet 
Union, and that is what they are calling it in Iraq. Rut it is shock 
therapy imposed through shock and awe in military form. Do 
not ask permission; just bomb, then take. 

It is a willful act to refuse to use the word globalization in a 
movement that is actually rejecting neoliberalism or what the 
French call “savage capitalism.” It is a response to global eco¬ 
nomic policy, not globalization. It is not the fact of being global 
that is the problem; it is the policies that are the problem and the 
fact that they are globally enforced. So people started to respond 
not just with nationalist solutions but also with international 
social forums like the one in Porto Alegre, Rrazil, where people 
come together and talk about international strategies to respond 
to these global policies. Of course we have to be global because 
they are global, but I do not see that as an irony. 

Many said this movement was born in November 1999 on the 
streets of Seattle. In fact, there had been huge demonstrations 
of tens of thousands of people in Malaysia, in the Philippines, in 
India, and they were responding to the exact same policies. 
There was also the Zapatista uprising in Chiapas, Mexico, on 



Naomi Klein, journalist 


119 


January 1st, 1994, the day that NAFTA became law, which was 
also very clearly a response to these same policies. But the World 
Social Forum, which is the largest gathering of this thing that 
people call the anti-globalization movement, had its first three 
meetings in Brazil, and its fourth happened in India. I think 
this has been part of a concerted effort to fix some of those mis¬ 
conceptions about this being a North American or European 
movement. 

Question: Do you think that your status as a Canadian citizen has al¬ 
lowed you to take a more objective view in evaluating the role of 
the American government abroad? 

NK: I do not know that being a Canadian helps to see what the U.S. 
is doing on the world stage so much, but I think it does help cul¬ 
turally. Canadians are good watchers. That has to do with the 
simple fact that we live next to the largest and most powerful 
country in the world, across the largest undefended border, 
which is getting more defended by the day. In Canada, we see 
you, but you don’t see us. The experience of seeing everything 
that is going on but not being seen, not being a part of it because 
we are next to the largest one-way mirror in the world, this ex¬ 
perience makes us more acute observers, whether that is trans¬ 
lated into comedy, satire, or media criticism. We are a nation of 
critics; I don’t know if that is good or not. 

It is an interesting moment in Canada because since Septem¬ 
ber 11th, the polls show that there is a greater gap between the 
way Canadians see themselves and the way they see Americans. 
Before, there was a sense of slow continental integration, a sense 
that the border was becoming merely a technicality. That has 
really changed in the past three years because of the rise of mil¬ 
itarism and nationalism in the U.S., which Canadians just cannot 
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relate to. It is not so much that Canadians have changed, but I 
would say that Americans have changed and we do not relate to 
you as much anymore as we did before. For us Canadians, it is a 
challenge, because we have to ask ourselves, if we are not that, 
what are we? We have not answered that yet. 
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Lani Guinier is the first black woman to become a tenu red 
professor at Harvard Law School. Prior to that appointment, she 
taught at the University of Pennsylvania Law School and served 
as head of the voting rights project at the NAACP Legal Defense 
Fund. Guinier was also a civil rights attorney for more than ten 
years, and during the Carter administration she served in the 
Civil Rights Division as special assistant to then-assistant attor¬ 
ney general Drew S. Days. She is the coauthor, with Gerald Tor¬ 
res, of The Miner’s Canary: Enlisting Race, Resisting Power, 
Transforming Democracy. In this in terview, Guinier remin ds us 
that standardized tests more accurately predict the kind of car a 
student’s parents drive than what grades that student will earn 
du ring the first year of college. Using race as a diagnostic tool, 
she teaches about the “miner’s canary” and encourages us to en¬ 
large our vision of what democracy means, of what the women’s 
movement might be, and of the mission of higher education. 

Question: In light of the women’s movement’s historical blindness 
on issues of race and class, would you share your vision of what 
you would like to see the women’s movement in the United 
States doing today and how it should interact with international 
women’s groups? 

Lani Guinier: Kimberly Crenshaw, a black woman professor who 
teaches both at UCLA and Columbia, has written an important 
article on issues of intersectionality, in which she talks about the 
relationship of white women to people of color, to race. One of 
her points is that we need to think about race and we need to 
think about gender each as coalitions in and of themselves. That 
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is, the women’s movement needs to be reconceptualized as a 
coalition of people who are committed to issues of equity in 
terms of gender. When you think of the women’s movement as it¬ 
self a coalition, it is not just based on an essential identity named 
Woman, because when you think about Woman, most people, at 
least in the United States, think about white women, they think 
about white upper-middle-class women, and then that becomes 
the defining paradigm for the movement. But if you think about 
the movement as itself being grounded in the notion of coalition, 
then the question is, Who are these white upper-middle-class 
women in coalition with, and what are they in coalition to do? 
The same thing is true with race. When you think about race and 
about the black community, you should think about the black 
community as a coalition between black women and black men. 
That is a way of both understanding the important elements of a 
community while also keeping in mind that you create a coali¬ 
tion in order to do something—in order to serve or promote a 
vision. So it is not just based on who you are, but what you do. I 
think that using this idea of coalition would be an interesting way 
of reconceptualizing the women’s movement. 

My experience is that the group that is most associated with 
the women’s movement, meaning upper-middle-class white 
women, in some ways has been paralyzed in terms of how to 
conceptualize the future of this movement. If you take, for ex¬ 
ample, many women at Harvard Law School, they do not want to 
talk about gender at all. They do not want to talk about gender 
because they are afraid that when you speak of gender, you are 
confirming stereotypes. They have assumed that there is no rel¬ 
evant difference between men and women—that is the way they 
have been taught, socialized to think about these issues—and 
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yet men still outperform women in law school and in making 
partner, and women are still underrepresented on the faculty. 

There was an interesting book, about fifteen years ago, about 
women as prisoners of men’s dreams, meaning that the women’s 
movement is seeking to obtain what men have, as if what men 
have is the ultimate ideal, as opposed to suggesting that men 
could also learn from the experience of women. The goal is to 
reconceptualize the ideal society not in the image of men, not 
in the image of women, but in the image of all of the members 
of this coalition. It requires that you denaturalize some of the as¬ 
sumptions as to what success is, what merit is, what privilege is, 
which have been, in my opinion, gendered male—certainly at 
the law school—and begin to question what it means to have 
success. Many women at law school now determine their own 
position vis-a-vis success as, Are they doing as well as the men? 
As opposed to, Is anybody in law school doing what it takes to 
become a good lawyer in the twenty-first century? Are we teach¬ 
ing all of our students to become public and private problem 
solvers? 

We have a situation at the Harvard Law School where we use 
as the dominant pedagogy—although it is not as uniform as it 
once was—a method that was invented over a hundred years ago 
by Christopher Columbus Langdell. Just as many people would 
argue that Christopher Columbus did not discover America, I 
would argue that Christopher Columbus Langdell did not dis¬ 
cover the only way to teach the law. Yet we continue to use a 
method that was adopted in the late 1800s for reasons that may 
have made sense then when you had a homogenous group of po¬ 
tential practitioners, but in a multiracial, multiethnic commu¬ 
nity, it may not be the best way for all students to learn. It may 
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not be the best way for students to learn how to practice law 
when most lawyers no longer go to court and most lawyers do 
not practice in solo practices. At the time when Christopher 
Columbus Langdell was discovering his method, most lawyers 
were litigators, so it made sense to model the litigation paradigm 
in the classroom. But negotiation/transactional work is much 
more important in some ways to what a lawyer actually does, yet 
we are not training lawyers to do that. 

Going back to your question, many women feel that rather 
than questioning the dominant paradigm, they just have to 
succeed within it. It is what we call in The Miner’s Canary 
“climbing backwards up the cheese grater”—repopulating the 
hierarchy by trying to make it to the top. If you have ever grated 
cheese on a cheese grater, you will know that what is left in your 
hand after you have been grating is a bare nubbin of what you 
used to have. Oftentimes, when you climb backwards up that 
cheese grater, you are grating off all the things that motivated 
you to want to succeed in the first place, and who you are be¬ 
comes indistinguishable from the people that you are presum¬ 
ably trying to replace. 

Question: If you were invited to make a speech before the Supreme 
Court with respect to its deliberations on affirmative action, how 
would you either defend or reject the policy? What are your ob¬ 
jections to and points of agreement with the alternative offered 
by its opponents, basing admissions not on racial diversity but on 
economic diversity? 

LG : It would be an unusual opportunity to make a speech before the 
Supreme Court. Most of the time when lawyers argue before 
the court, they barely get one or two sentences out of their 
mouths before the Justices interrupt. So assuming I had permis¬ 
sion to speak at length for thirty or forty-five minutes without in- 
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terruption, I would try to get the court to focus first on what the 
public mission of higher education is in this country. When we 
think about affirmative action, we tend to start the conversation 
talking about admissions to institutions of higher education. At 
least, it is in that context that the issue is before the court right 
now in terms of the University of Michigan college and law 
school cases. We treat the issue as if it is simply a matter of who 
should be admitted to these selective institutions. That is start¬ 
ing the conversation in the wrong place. The conversation needs 
to start with the mission of these institutions, and then, once you 
have an understanding of that mission, you can strategize back 
to understand what admissions policies are appropriate to pro¬ 
mote the mission of higher education. The conversation about 
affirmative action should not take place simply as a question of 
admission linking it to mission, but it should also be a conver¬ 
sation that opens up questions about institutional practice, 
because that, too, should be a function of the mission of the 
institution. 

Just as an aside, speaking in terms of the Michigan case, which 
was argued on April 1, 2003, there were briefs filed as friends of 
the court by a number of ex-generals and former heads of the 
military academy, which are now called the military brief, and 
then there were briefs filed again as friends of the court by 
some of the Fortune 500 companies. What was interesting is that 
both the military and the business briefs did exactly what I am 
proposing—that is, they started with their mission. The military 
started with its mission of protecting the country’s national se¬ 
curity and then concluded that having an admission policy that 
enabled them to recruit a diverse set of potential leaders was es¬ 
sential to their mission, because the legitimacy of the institution 
depended upon having diversity throughout the ranks in order 
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to avoid some of the fragmentation and communication bottle¬ 
necks that occurred during the Vietnam War, when there was a 
predominantly black and Latino group of soldiers and then vir¬ 
tually all-white officers commanding the forces. There was a dis¬ 
connect between who was fighting the war and who was making 
decisions or leadership judgments, and that undermined mili¬ 
tary effectiveness. Therefore, when the former generals talked 
about affirmative action, it was clearly linked to the mission of 
the organization. Business followed the same progression. Now 
we could take issue with what the business community or even 
the military were articulating as their mission, but at least they 
were starting by talking about mission. 

When we talk about affirmative action in the context of higher 
education, instead of talking about the mission of higher educa¬ 
tion, we talk about what is fair to individuals who have applied 
to institutions of higher education. We do not talk about the fact 
that most institutions of higher education have a public, demo¬ 
cratic mission. Obviously, Michigan, which is a public institution 
subsidized by all of the taxpayers, has a public, democratic mis¬ 
sion since it is a public school. But even private schools have 
public missions, because, first of all, education is an essential 
part of a democracy. In a democracy, we depend on the capacity 
of citizens to deliberate, to participate, to be involved in decision 
making; in order to do that, the assumption is that people need 
to be educated. But in addition, institutions of higher education, 
even private institutions, are networking opportunities for po¬ 
tential leaders—they are gatekeepers. This also relates to the 
question of democracy because the assumption is that you need 
to have a representative group of leaders in order to have a le¬ 
gitimate democracy. 
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Now, if we had that conversation, and we concluded that hav¬ 
ing democratic diversity was critical to the mission of higher ed¬ 
ucation, we could have a very different kind of conversation 
about the kinds of admission protocol that would be appropriate 
to promote that democratic mission. In my view, that kind of 
democratic mission requires diversity, not just racial diversity 
but also socioeconomic diversity. The problem I have with the 
present framing in which we are either for or against affirmative 
action is that conversation is taking place almost exclusively on 
the margins. For example, the majority of people who are getting 
admitted are not at the center of the conversation, and they 
should be. There was a recent study by Tony Carnevale, a vice 
president of the Educational Testing Service, who found that of 
the 146 most selective colleges and universities in this country, 
74 percent of the students come from the richest socioeconomic 
demographic. That is, 74 percent of the students at the 146 most 
selective colleges and universities are in the top 25 percent of 
the income distribution. Only 3 percent of all the students at 
those schools are in the bottom 25 percent. If you add together 
the bottom two quartiles, then you have only 10 percent of the 
students at the 146 most selective colleges and universities. 
There is a tremendous—what Carnevale calls—“machine of in¬ 
equality” that is at work that should be at the forefront of the 
conversation. A small group of very affluent students dominate 
admission. Assuming that higher education has a democratic 
mission, why are we practicing democracy, which is supposed to 
be about all of the people, in a way that allows the elite to dom¬ 
inate these opportunities not only for upward mobility but for 
potential leadership? 

Question: In The Miner’s Canary, you talk about the need for a fun- 
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damental change in the power structures of our society, both 
cultural and political. What do you think the role of someone 
such as a white male from a relatively privileged background is 
in enacting that change, or am I, by nature of my background, my 
class, my race, and my gender, just part of the problem and pow¬ 
erless as far as what I can do? 

LG: One of the concepts that we talk about in The Miner’s Can ary is 
“political race.” The idea of political race starts with the premise 
that we can learn a lot from those who have been left out and who 
have been marginalized because of their racial identity. You can 
make a similar claim in terms of those who have been left out 
based on gender, based on disability, or based on sexual orienta¬ 
tion. That is the whole point of the metaphor of the canary and 
the mine. The canary was the diagnostic resource for the min¬ 
ers, who would bring this canary into the mines to alert them 
when the atmosphere was too toxic for the miners. The canary 
had a more fragile respiratory system, which, when it gave way, 
was a signal to the miners that there was a problem with the at¬ 
mosphere in the mines. 

The argument that we are making with political race is that 
the experience of people of color is the experience of the canary. 
Oftentimes, the way in which we conventionally think about 
race is that we see things converging around people of color, we 
see problems that we associate with people of color, and we 
pathologize the canary. We assume that because this is happen¬ 
ing to people of color and we see it, that it must be a problem of 
those people. The idea of political race is to try to create a sense 
of connection between the miners and the canary. In fact, your 
future rests with a better understanding of what is happening to 
the canary, and you cannot survive—even if you are affluent, 
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even if you are white, even if you are a male—if you are living in 
a toxic environment. In that sense, your liberation is bound up 
with the saving of the canary. 

So there is a sense in which we start with race as the diagnos¬ 
tic tool. We also start with race because we have seen that those 
who have been left out not only have a perspective that others 
may not initially appreciate—this is the claim that if you are fish 
swimming in water, you may not notice that there is water, and it 
is only somebody who is less comfortable in the environment 
that may notice there is H 2 0 . Our argument is that in a culture 
that often neglects the importance of community in favor of the 
“radical individual,” we need to listen to the critique offered by 
the canary, and we need to heed the warning signs from those 
people who have been left out. These canaries are often the peo¬ 
ple who have a sense of community, a sense of linked fate, a sense 
that they are not alone, because their very survival depends on 
being connected to other, similarly situated individuals. Political 
race is both a diagnostic tool and a source of solidarity and com¬ 
munity, and the goal is to mobilize those two assets to create a 
social movement that also brings other people into the move¬ 
ment because it is moving toward a shared vision—not just 
fixing the canary, but fixing the atmosphere and the mines. 

Let me give you an example of how this has happened in real 
life. Before the University of Michigan case raised the stakes on 
affirmative action and the use of race in making admissions de¬ 
cisions, the Fifth Circuit ruled that race could not be a factor in 
admissions decisions in the 1990s. In response, a group of “ca¬ 
nary watchers” at the University of Texas were determined to 
ensure that Texas, the flagship school of the University of Texas 
at Austin, remained accessible to blacks and Latinos for a num- 
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ber of reasons related to what I said earlier, but also because the 
University of Texas had officially discriminated against blacks 
and Latinos for much of its history. The infamous Sweatt v. 
Painter case came out of the University of Texas. The group of 
canary watchers understood that blacks and Latinos often did 
not do as well on the conventional tests that are used to allocate 
scarce resources in the state’s higher education system. There 
are many more people not only who want to go to UT Austin but 
who could do the work at UT Austin. Because of shifts in re¬ 
sources from education to prison, there is less money available 
now to fund public education to meet the demand. You have 
more and more people who want to go to college, and you have 
fewer seats. 

In order to distribute these scarce resources, these scarce 
slots, efficiently, meaning without putting a lot of resources into 
the administration of the admissions program, schools like the 
University of Texas, the University of Michigan, even Harvard, 
which could put the resources in if it wanted, rely on the SAT, the 
LSAT, the GRE, the MCAT, to do a lot of the sorting for them. 
You might say that makes sense, because these tests are a good 
measure of merit; they are going to tell us who is going to do well 
not only at the school but also in the future. That is not, in fact, 
correct. The “canary watchers” in Texas discovered that the tests 
are actually a pretty poor predictor of what you are going to do 
in life and not much better in predicting how well you are going 
to do your first year in college. 

In fact, Harvard did a study of three classes of its graduates 
over a thirty-year period and found that two things predict suc¬ 
cess as Harvard measures it. When they were doing this study— 
I am guessing now; I do not know this to be a fact—I assume that 
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they were looking to see who made a lot of money, who had a lot 
of fun making the money, and who was giving the money back to 
the school. Those were their measures of success. How much 
money do you make? How much do you enjoy your career? Have 
you become a leader in your community to the point where you 
now want to include your college in your charitable donations? 
Two things correlated with success as Harvard defined it: 
low SAT scores and a blue-collar background. The conclusion 
seemed to be that if you are given the opportunity to go to a pres¬ 
tigious university, and you are motivated to take advantage of 
that opportunity, you may in fact better use that opportunity 
than those people who feel entitled to be there. 

Michigan found that in a thirty-year sample of its law school 
graduates, those with the highest entry-level credentials were no 
more likely to do well financially. During one period, 1980 to 
1989, those with the highest entry-level credentials were among 
those who did not enjoy their career. That is, if you had high 
entry-level credentials, you were certainly no more likely to 
have job satisfaction. Significantly, those with the highest entry- 
level credentials were among those who were least likely to con¬ 
tribute to the community after they graduated. They were the 
least likely to mentor younger attorneys, to do public service, to 
do pro-bono work, or to become leaders in their community— 
to give back, in other words, to the community that subsidized 
their education in the first place. One of the hypotheses of the 
authors of the Michigan study is that the testing regime—what 
I call the testocracy—undermines people’s understanding of 
why they are coming to an institution of higher education. It 
communicates the wrong message. It tells people that you de¬ 
serve to be here, and therefore you have no obligation to give 
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back to anybody. You are here to do well but not necessarily to 
do good. 

The canary watchers at Texas who were looking at all of this 
data—and similar data was also true at Texas—found that at the 
college level in particular, these tests, which are not predicting 
performance long-term, actually do correlate with something. 
Peter Sacks has recently clarified what that something is. These 
tests allow you to predict what kind of car someone’s parents 
drive. He calls it the “Volvo effect.” If you know someone’s test 
score, you are better able to predict their parents’ wealth than 
you are to predict their first-year college grades. With Michelle 
Fine and Jane Balin, I did a study at the University of Pennsyl¬ 
vania Law School, where we got all of the LSAT scores of all of 
the students over a four-year period, and we found that if you 
knew someone’s LSAT, you could predict their first-year law- 
school grades 14 percent of the time, which means that 86 per¬ 
cent of the time, you would be wrong. Nationwide, the LSAT is 
9 percent better than random in predicting law-school grades. 
Yet there is a stronger relationship between SAT scores and 
grandparent wealth than between SAT or LSAT scores and first- 
year grades. Because of this correlation with affluence rather 
than aptitude, you have the situation I referred to before where 
74 percent of the seats at these highly selective institutions are 
going to the richest 25 percent of people in the United States. 

In Texas the canary watchers were using race as a diagnostic 
tool. They understood that people of color were not doing as well 
on these tests, and they were concerned about the fact that if you 
just relied on these tests, without considering race, they would 
have a predominantly white institution in a state that is becom¬ 
ing increasingly people of color. They then looked to see which 
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high schools were feeding into the selective college, their flag¬ 
ship school. There are approximately fifteen hundred high 
schools in Texas, and one hundred fifty of those schools were 
providing almost 75 percent of the freshman students. Ten per¬ 
cent of the high schools of Texas dominated access to this public 
institution that was subsidized by all of the taxpayers of the state. 
That 10 percent, those high schools, were from suburban Dallas, 
suburban Houston, suburban Austin. They then found that 
grades in high school are the best predictor of grades in col¬ 
lege—if that is all you are interested in. I happen to think that 
that is a thin measure, what Carnevale calls “skinny merit,” 
when you use just one idea, one concept, one test, to determine 
merit. But if you are only going to use one thing, then grades in 
high school are a better predictor of your college success than 
your SAT scores. They came up with the idea of creating the op¬ 
portunity for people in the top 10 percent of any high school 
throughout the state to attend the flagship school. So if you were 
in the top 10 percent of a high school from San Antonio or in the 
top 10 percent of a high school in a depressed area of Houston, 
you would still be automatically eligible for admission to the 
University of Texas at Austin. 

They put this bill before the Texas legislature. They started 
with race as their diagnostic tool, but by the time they got to 
the Texas legislature, they needed allies. They were looking for 
coalition partners. (Not all of the people, by the way, who were 
involved in the initial research were black or Latino. At the 
time, the head of the Mexican American Legal Defense Fund 
in Texas, Al Kaufman, was a white male.) When they got this bill 
before the Texas legislature, it passed by one vote. That one vote 
was cast by a white Republican conservative legislator who rep- 
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resented a district in rural west Texas. He voted for the 10 per¬ 
cent plan because the canary watchers were able to show him 
that under the “testocracy,” not a single one of his constituents 
had been admitted to the University of Texas for many of the 
previous ten years. They built a coalition between blacks and 
Latinos who were being excluded and working-class and poor 
rural whites who were being excluded by an admissions regime 
that was preferring affluence to a more robust notion of merit. 

The 10 percent plan has been in effect now for what will 
be five years in June [2003]. Fifty percent of the class at the Uni¬ 
versity of Texas at Austin comes in through the 10 percent plan. 
Fifty percent of the class still comes in based on SAT scores, 
teacher recommendations, and the same kinds of things that you 
think got you into Harvard. Of the students who come in pur¬ 
suant to the 10 percent plan, whether they went to a resource- 
starved school or a very well-endowed school, whether they are 
white, black, Latino, or Asian, if they come in under the 10 per¬ 
cent plan, they have a higher freshman GPA at the University of 
Texas at Austin than those students who are still coming in un¬ 
der the “testocracy.” The ten-percenters, in other words, are out¬ 
performing in college those students who are coming in under 
conventional credentials. The students with the highest persis¬ 
tence rate, students who not only come in as freshmen but who 
then return as sophomores, are black women. 

The point is that you start with race because it is a diagnostic 
tool; you start with race because people of color who have been 
left out are often those most committed to collective action to 
make a change. But you use that commitment to collective 
struggle to create a vision that others can follow. That is what has 
happened in Texas, because the 10 percent plan has opened up 



Lani Guinier, legal scholar 


137 


opportunity. It is not as carefully targeted to blacks as affirmative 
action was. That is, the percentage of blacks now at the Univer¬ 
sity of Texas at Austin is about 3.8 percent; when they used 
affirmative action, it was 4 percent. The percentage of Mexican 
Americans, however, is higher. The percentage of working-class 
whites is higher still. I am not saying that the 10 percent plan is 
a panacea; I am not saying that it is a substitute for affirmative 
action; but I am saying that it is a more transformative way of un¬ 
derstanding the role of affirmative action. Thinking experimen¬ 
tally about admission in the context of mission, keeping the 
democratic mission of public institutions in mind, and watching 
the canary can open up opportunity for the miners as well. The 
story of the Texas 10 percent plan shows that it does not so much 
matter what your personal race or identification is but whether 
you link your fate with people of color who have been left out. 

Question: In The Tyranny of the Majority, you have described pro¬ 
portional representation as opposed to winner-take-all repre¬ 
sentation, which limits the diversity of factions within legislative 
bodies. Instead of the way that current decisions are made by 
members of the UN, do you have a vision for some form of pro¬ 
portional representation on a global level? If so, could you ex¬ 
plain that vision more concretely? 

LG: I am not on a crusade to get either the United Nations or all of 
the countries of the world to adopt a particular form of voting, 
which is what proportional representation is basically about. For 
those who haven’t read The Tyranny of the Majority, you may not 
know that there is something called proportional representa¬ 
tion, and it has nothing to do with quotas. Most of the world’s 
democracies, in fact, practice proportional representation as 
a way of aggregating votes to determine who is going to be part 



138 


Diversity and Equality 


of a collective decision-making body—in the United States it 
would be the equivalent of our Congress; in other countries, it is 
the national assembly. In our country, we use what the ques¬ 
tioner referred to as winner-take-all, single-member districts. 
That is, our voters get to choose who is going to represent them 
in the national, collective decision-making body by choosing be¬ 
tween candidates who run for office from a geographically 
defined area. Whoever wins the most votes within that geo¬ 
graphically defined area, which is called a district, is the winner. 
That means if you get 51 percent of the votes in this geographi¬ 
cally defined district, you win all of the power to represent all of 
the voters within that district. What about the 49 percent who 
voted against you? You get to represent them too. In my view 
that is not democratic, because I think people should be rep¬ 
resented by people they voted for, not by people they voted 
against. That is number one. 

Number two: who gets to draw those districts? Do the voters 
get to draw the districts which determine where they are going 
to exercise their franchise? No, the voters are placed in these ge¬ 
ographically defined districts by incumbent politicians who 
draw the districts with one thing in mind, and it has very little to 
do with democracy. It has to do with their own reelection. The 
incumbents draw districts around groups of voters who they pre¬ 
sume will vote for them. In fact, in the election in 2002, within a 
month before the election, it was pretty clear what the outcome 
would be of probably 80 to 90 percent of the congressional races, 
because the incumbents, with the aid of computers, are so suc¬ 
cessful in designing these districts that they can determine in 
advance who is going to vote for them, who is going to vote 
against them. They have access to all kinds of demographic in- 
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formation about the voters, and they cluster people so that they 
waste the votes of those who are going to vote against them, 
meaning that they put just enough people who are their oppo¬ 
nents in the district so that they can meet one-person, one-vote 
requirements, meaning that they have the right number of 
people in the district. But that group, who are essentially wast¬ 
ing their vote, meaning that they are voting but their vote is 
not influencing the outcome, are called filler people—they fill 
up the population demographics, but they do not have much 
influence. 

The voters know this. Therefore you see declining levels of 
turnout when people realize that essentially the election has al¬ 
ready taken place even before Election Day. In other words, the 
districting process, which is controlled by the incumbent politi¬ 
cians, is the “real” election. Then in November, we have a ritual 
in which people go to vote, but in fact, in most cases, the election 
outcome has already been decided. In the election in 2002, there 
were in the beginning maybe thirty—out of the more than four 
hundred congressional districts that were presumably up for 
election—only thirty were even competitive. Then, as it got 
closer to the election, there were only ten or twelve that had out¬ 
comes that were unknown. Indeed, during the period of 1991 to 
2001, there were less than a handful of districts around the en¬ 
tire country—so we are talking elections in 1992, 1994, 1996, 
1998, and 2000—in those five election cycles, there were only a 
total of five or six congressional districts which changed hands 
from one party to the other more than once during that cycle. 
Essentially, our system fixes the outcome by giving control to the 
politicians rather than giving choice to the voters. 

Proportional representation reverses that. Proportional rep- 
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resentation says that politicians are only elected in proportion to 
the percentage of votes that they actually receive. For example, 
when South Africa became an all-race democracy, the African 
National Congress (ANC) polled about 64 percent of the votes 
in the national election, and members of the ANC then occupied 
about 65 percent of the seats in the national assembly. The 
Inkatha Freedom Party polled about 11 percent of the votes and 
got about 11 percent of the seats in the national assembly, and 
then the white Afrikaners polled about 17 or 18 percent of the 
votes and got about 18 percent of the seats in the national as¬ 
sembly. So proportional representation basically creates motiva¬ 
tion for the politicians to mobilize voters because they only get 
to sit in the national assembly to the extent that they get people 
out to the polls to support them. The politicians are not in con¬ 
trol in the same way that they are in the United States’ winner- 
take-all system. Our system, not surprisingly, is a vestige of 
British ride. The only countries in the world that still use 
winner-take-all, single-member districts were all former col¬ 
onies of Great Britain. 

What is interesting is if you look at countries like Germany, 
which has a mixed system—that is, it uses some single-member 
districts and some proportional voting—they have much higher 
levels of satisfaction among the population with the democracy, 
and they also have much higher levels of turnout, and they have 
much higher levels of turnout among poor people and working- 
class people. In our country, about half of the people who could 
vote do not vote, and among those who do not vote, a dispropor¬ 
tionate number are making less than twenty-five thousand dol¬ 
lars a year, whereas in Europe the disparity between those who 
vote and those who do not based on income is more like 5 per- 
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cent. So I think proportional representation is a good idea. On 
the other hand, I do not believe that democracy is simply about 
voting or elections. That goes back to the point I was making ear¬ 
lier that education and training people to become leaders in a 
civic sense—not just in the sense of becoming an elected official, 
but becoming a leader and active participant in their commu¬ 
nity—is just as important an element of having a robust democ¬ 
racy, and that is why I think we have to enlarge our view of what 
democracy means, not only in the context of elections, but also 
in the context of the discussion of affirmative action. 

Question: Why do Americans remember the Salem witch trials so 
readily, yet few people know of King Philip’s War, in which hun¬ 
dreds of American Indians were killed? The witch trials seemed 
to evaluate an issue of sex and gender discrimination that is 
much more easily discussed over issues of race discrimination. 
Do you feel that this is a distinction that is occurring in society 
today? How does this compare to gender discrimination? 

LG: We have a tendency in this society to compare apples and or¬ 
anges. One way to compare apples and oranges is to say they are 
both fruit. One way is to move up to the larger category, and you 
could say that both race and gender are categories of identity, 
and therefore they might have much in common. But when you 
get down to the specifics of the apples and oranges, you will see 
that in our society gender is not a line around which people are 
physically segregated. People do not lead gendered lives in the 
same way that they live socially isolated lives vis-a-vis race. Iron¬ 
ically, the group that is most socially isolated in terms of race is 
affluent whites. Those of you who are here at Harvard, if you are 
white, are more likely to have gone to a high school in which 
whites were not only a majority but an overwhelming majority 
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of the student body. Given studies at other schools, it is the peo¬ 
ple of color who have more friends who are of a different race 
than the white people. 

Indeed, in one of my classes, we did an exercise in which we 
went around the room and asked people, “What does it take to 
survive at Harvard Law School? What does it take to succeed at 
Harvard Law School and in the legal profession?” What was in¬ 
teresting was that women of color, in particular a small group of 
black women, said that in order for their group to succeed, they 
had to demonstrate that they were capable of fraternizing with 
everybody. They had to demonstrate their cultural competency 
with all cultures. They had to show that they were not just talk¬ 
ing with each other but were in fact in dialogue with everybody 
at the institution in order to demonstrate that they could suc¬ 
ceed, whereas for the white students that was not an element of 
success. A white person could succeed in the institution without 
ever talking to a student of color. It is both that segregation, that 
sense of social isolation, and the fact that one group has the bur¬ 
den of attempting to interact with the other that makes gender 
so different than race. In terms of gender, you could say that a 
white male could succeed without ever talking to a woman, but 
because women are almost half the student body in the law 
school, that would be difficult. 

If you look at some of the research on women—talking about 
women as women—the research on women suggests that espe¬ 
cially affluent women are more likely to internalize failure, to 
blame themselves as the source of a problem rather than under¬ 
stand that the problem may be structural and may be affecting 
many other people. A really silly anecdote: a razor company was 
testing its razors and was doing an experiment in which they had 
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given out defective razors, and they were observing the way in 
which men and women used these razors through a one-way 
mirror. They noticed that the men, when they were shaving and 
had a defective razor, would look at the razor and say, “This ra¬ 
zor is defective,” and throw it away. The women, when they were 
using the defective razors, would begin to wring their hands; 
they believed they were cutting themselves because there was 
something wrong with their technique. That is this idea of inter¬ 
nalizing failure rather than looking beyond yourself to the larger 
social circumstances. That is an anecdotal example of a larger 
phenomenon that does not define all women and does not define 
all men, but there is at least a significant population in which that 
becomes descriptive of a reality. If you felt greater solidarity 
with other people who were similarly situated—if that is the 
whole point of the women’s movement, of consciousness-raising, 
of sharing stories—you would begin to think, “Hey, I am not 
alone. This is not about me. This is about not only we, but we 
moving together, to make change for everyone.” 
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Katha Pollitt’s literary career began when she was in the fourth 
grade and composing poetry in her bedroom. Her political savvy 
developed as she debated Stalins policies with her parents over 
the dinner table. Though she has received both NEA and Gug¬ 
genheim fellowships for her poetry, she is perhaps best known 
for her incisive analyses of politics, popular culture, and gender. 
Pollitt’s books include Reasonable Creatures: Essays on Women 
and Feminism, Subject to Debate: Sense and Dissents on 
Women, Politics, and Culture, and Antarctic Traveller, a book of 
poetry. She has written for The Nation since ig 8 o. In her inter¬ 
view, Pollitt reviews the advances feminism has made thus far 
and debunks antifeminist writers, exploring options for contem¬ 
porary women and men negotiating both career and family. 

Question: Could you tell us about how you became a writer and so¬ 
cial critic? 

Katha Pollitt: I always wanted to be a writer. I started writing poetry 
when I was in fourth grade. The way my daughter rides horses, 
I wrote poetry. I would come home, I would go up to my room, 
I would sit on my bed, and I would scribble away. As for social 
criticism, I grew up in a very left-wing household, so those ideas 
were very much a part of the dinner table conversation and the 
endless debate over Stalin that went on every night. All that just 
sank in. 

I grew up in the Old Left, basically. When I went to col¬ 
lege, there was the New Left: antiwar demonstrations, student 
strikes. I was in the unusual position that my parents approved 
of what I was doing. They thought it was great. When we took 
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over university buildings and all got arrested, by the time we 
came back there were flowers from my parents. It was all won¬ 
derful to them, so it was sort of hard to rebel. 

Those two tracks of writing and politics were always there for 
me. They do not always come together in my writing. For exam¬ 
ple, my poetry is not so political, or, I flatter myself, it is political 
in a more subtle way. It is there, but not on the surface as it is in 
my political column. But I feel I am still bringing them together; 
it is not a finished process. 

Question; In reference to your article “Backlash Babies,” could you 
elaborate on what sort of changes you would like to see occur¬ 
ring in the workplace so that women have the ability to have chil¬ 
dren if they choose while pursuing their career? 

KP: “Backlash Babies” was a response to Creating a Life by Sylvia 
Ann Hewlett, an economist who has been writing since the 
Flood about how feminism and the women’s movement have 
done no good at all to women in their capacity as mothers. This 
book, which was called Baby Hunger in Britain (that was too 
much for the American audience), argued that women think 
they have all the time in the world to get married, but they don’t. 
That is theme number one: you think you have all the time in the 
world to have babies but you really do not. She has very scary 
statistics about infertility. This book was couched as, Isn’t this 
terrible? There was a little piece of it that was about trying to 
think of ways society could be more friendly to the life project 
of marriage and family. She was in favor of parental leave, being 
able to arrange your work hours differently, and flextime; you 
know, the whole laundry list making jobs less of an hour cage 
for the worker. But the reason why this book got an enormous 
amount of media attention is that basically it was saying to 
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women, if you want to get married and have a family, you have 
to spend your twenties hunting a husband. You have to be “in¬ 
tentional” about it. She felt that young women today work, work, 
work, look up, and it is too late. You have to arrange a life so that 
you will have plenty of time for this intentional search for your 
mate. Then, when you find this mate, you should have children 
right away because your fertility has probably already declined. 
Only a few eggs left; you better scramble them right away. 

There were a couple of interesting things about this book. 
One is that most of the supposed facts are not, in fact, factual. 
She starts off saying that only 51 percent of high-achieving 
women have children—she defines “high-achieving” in terms of 
income—so there are problems there already. Only 51 percent 
manage to have children, even though only 14 percent said in 
college that they did not want to have children. This is like a barn 
door to walk through! How many things did I say I wanted to do 
when I was in college that I did not do? I changed my mind; life 
got in the way; things happened. The idea that if you said you 
wanted to have children when you were twenty and when you 
are forty you do not have those children, that this is the source— 
as for her it inevitably was—of tremendous despair and mourn¬ 
ing, just does not accord with the experience of many women 
who do not have children who, when they were in their teens, 
thought they would. Here is another interesting point: Sylvia 
Ann Hewlett has five children, and she had the last one when she 
was fifty-one, so she is a walking advertisement against her own 
thesis. This is true of all the antifeminist writers, actually: they 
do not live the life they are prescribing for other people. For one 
thing, they are not stay-at-home mothers like they think every¬ 
one ought to be. They are writers, just like me. I stay home; my 
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office is at home. It is not like I am cooking all day, and neither 
are they. (I am e-mailing my friends all day.) 

Danielle Crittenden is another one. She wrote a book called 
What Our Mothers Didn’t Tell Us, which is that we have to get 
married by the time we are twenty-three. We have to have our 
babies right away then we look around and see what we can do. 
Well, so her mother did not tell her that. Both she and Sylvia Ann 
Hewlett believe—now you’ve got me going—that at bottom, 
you have to be the deferential person in the marriage. Your hus¬ 
band is following his clear-blue-sky trajectory and you are fitting 
your life in around that, and if you don’t do that, then you cannot 
have a marriage. One thing that Danielle Crittenden especially 
made fun of was women who kept their names upon getting mar¬ 
ried. Well, guess who kept her name upon getting married? 
Danielle Crittenden, who is married to David Frum, the former 
speechwriter of George W. Bush. She is not Danielle Frum. As 
for being a stay-at-home mom, please! She has a housekeeper, 
a cook, and a nanny. When you know a little bit about who these 
people are and what their real lives are like, you have to wonder 
what they think they are doing. Why is it good for them but not 
for you? At least they should say, “Look, it has worked out for me, 
maybe it will work out for you. Give it a try.” 

All this is not to say that there is not a whole lot of work 
that needs to be done around all these issues for both sexes of 
combining family and work and maybe a little fun, too, in our 
lives. But the solution is not to spend your twenties looking for 
a man. 

Question: What practical suggestions do you have then for both 
women and men today who are caught in the dilemma of career 
versus family? 
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KP: I have had such a weird life that I don’t think I have very good 
advice for people who follow that straight and narrow corporate 
path. I would say things like, “Think of something else to do. 
Don’t take a job where you have to work ninety hours a week 
doing something that you don’t really love. Don’t find yourself 
saying, ‘I don’t get to see my children grow up because I’m so 
busy making money for the boss.’ Rethink that project.” 

I would also say there needs to be a social movement to 
change the workplace. These are not problems that can be read¬ 
ily solved at the individual level; right now there are certain 
kinds of work that are very hard to do in a part-time way. For ex¬ 
ample, it is very hard to be a part-time lawyer. There are women 
who live in my building who have had children and they are stay¬ 
ing home with the kids, and I would say, “Why can’t they do part- 
time law?” Well, the law does not lend itself to doing it in a 
part-time way— at least that is what I was told. If you do take one 
of these tracks specially designed for women, you never make 
partner, but you get to work fewer hours. But people who work 
part-time work a lot more than they are paid for because of the 
creep of the work that needs to be done. 

The essential thing is that the husband and wife, if we are 
speaking of a heterosexual married couple (how old-fashioned), 
have a sense that this is going to be a problem for both of them, 
not just for her. Maybe the fact that one person makes more 
money than the other does not mean that the person who makes 
less money gets to have no career at all. In conventional ar¬ 
rangements, a relationship starts out very equal, then as it be¬ 
comes more domestic and children are added to the mix, you 
turn around and think, “I am doing all the housework. I am do¬ 
ing all the cooking. We’re moving because my husband got a job. 
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Uh-oh. There’s no work for me in it, and I don’t know anybody 
there. I’m miserable and I’m taking tranquilizers.” I know 
women who have ended up like this. So you want to have it be 
seen as a problem for both people and not a problem for just the 
woman. One thing that is wrong with most books about family- 
life balance is that they see it as the woman’s problem. The man 
is not going to have to change. The woman is going to have to jug¬ 
gle and finagle. If you start out from that position, I don’t think 
you are going to end up in the place where you want to be. 

Question: In “In the Waiting Room,” you discuss how young women 
today are more likely to oppose legal abortion than their moth¬ 
ers. To what would you attribute this shift: effective, reactionary 
propaganda or, perhaps, some kind of rebellion where kids these 
days reject the values of their more liberal parents? Is this part 
of a larger trend? Are neoconservatives the hippies of our gen¬ 
eration? 

KP: I would like to make one qualification regarding that piece, 
which is about poor women who needed money for their second- 
trimester abortions. I cite a New York Times story that claims 
young women are less likely to be pro-choice than their mothers. 
The article was suggestive, but it was still just anecdotal. The au¬ 
thor interviews two people in Minnesota and decides she’s found 
a trend. When you read a “trend story,” you need to look care¬ 
fully at the evidence it presents, because you can make a trend 
out of nothing. You can make a trend out of interviewing three 
people in a coffee shop. You find a study over here, a childhood 
memory over there. You put it all together, and supposedly you 
have described something that is happening. Stories like that are 
worthless. The editor of that piece might just as well have said, 
“I know some young girls and, gosh, they think nothing of hav- 
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mg an abortion,” which is the other trend story about abortion 
and the young. Let’s write an article about how young women to¬ 
day are even more pro-choice than their mothers. You could find 
evidence for that, too. I am not sure that young women today are, 
in fact, less pro-choice. 

The word feminist is hard for many women to claim even 
though, if you ask them “Are you in favor of economic equality? 
Are you in favor of social equality? Are you in favor of equality 
in the home?”—you could name everything that feminism is 
about and they would say, “Yes, yes, yes.” 

“So are you a feminist?” 

“No.” 

That is because that word for them is identified with man hat¬ 
ing, being a lesbian, not shaving your legs. Similarly, pro-choice 
has successfully been cast as the frivolous, cruel, baby-killing, 
hard-line position. If we spoke of “anti-choice,” it would be a 
little more obvious what was at stake, but “pro-life,” well we all 
want to be pro-life. Young women are still having abortions at 
high rates, and the freedom to have a legal abortion is the bot¬ 
tom line of pro-choice. But it is also true that in many parts of the 
country, there is a Christian-conservative religious revival going 
on. There is abstinence education in the schools where the kids 
are filled with nonsense about abortion and its consequences. 
People are subject to a constant barrage of anti-choice propa¬ 
ganda, from the White House on down. It is not so surprising 
that this has some effect. 

Are the neoconservatives the hippies of today? There may 
be something to that. My daughter, who is in tenth grade, won’t 
come on a demonstration with me. In fact, when I went to the 
last big peace demonstration in New York, she went shopping 
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with her friend Kate and came home with a pair of genuine 
camouflage pants from an army-navy store. She said, “I feel a lit¬ 
tle weird now that I know they were actually worn by a real sol¬ 
dier.” I’ve been making fun of camouflage as a fashion statement 
ever since she could remember, so there was a message in that 
for me. If you grow up with liberal, progressive, feminist values, 
then you may express your individuality by questioning them. 
You have to fight with your parents about something. For me it 
was Stalin. For you people it is something else. 

Question: You are a strong advocate of equal women’s rights across 
the globe, saying that certain human rights are fundamentally 
morally right and claiming that they are the root of many social 
and economic problems. However, many people are reluctant to 
presumptuously impose their own values on other cultures. 
What do you see as the right balance between respecting an¬ 
other culture’s values and ensuring women’s human rights? 

KP: That is a tough question that can be answered on many levels. 
In the real practical world, walking into another culture with all 
your fine ideas probably won’t get you very far any more than it 
would get an Islamic fundamentalist very far if he showed up in 
this class and tried to persuade you to live a life according to 
those precepts. Culture is not a single thing. Think of our own 
culture. It has aspects that are retrograde, violent, and callous 
and aspects that are humanistic, humane, and generous. Which 
is the real America? They are both the real America. I would 
think that every culture has in it the potential for both oppres¬ 
sion and liberation. 

There are many different possibilities within each culture, 
but a Western person, an American person, walking into a for¬ 
eign culture and telling people how they should live is probably 
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not going to be a very successful project. You have to devote 
yourself for a long time to living in places and understanding 
how they work and trying to see what people there need. Maybe 
for them the veil is not the big issue. Maybe the big issue for 
them is education, which is what in fact almost any Afghan 
woman would tell you. They would say, “Forget the veil. That is 
not the problem. The problem is we do not know how to read. 
We do not have enough to eat. We do not have any doctors. We 
cannot live lives that fulfill any of our possibilities.” 

Question: How do we get feminism to not be perceived as a move¬ 
ment of white upper-class women? 

KP: Feminism is always being called white middle class, but I do not 
know how true that is. There are a lot of black and Latina femi¬ 
nists that reconfigure feminist ideas to suit their own ethnic 
identities and subcultures. Certainly, feminism has been most 
successful at moving women into the professions because the big 
success of feminism in America has been the removal of legal 
barriers to equality rather than social support for everybody. We 
do not have that for anybody, male or female. It’s sink or swim in 
this country. Of course, there is still a lot of discrimination, but 
you can get the qualification, and that makes a big difference. 

To some extent, blue-collar women have benefited also. 
There are more good jobs for working-class women, although 
most women of whatever class are still working in mostly female 
job categories. But because the visible successes of feminism are 
women politicians, women doctors, women lawyers, women en¬ 
gineers, women doing something in a male world, there is an im¬ 
pression that feminism has done little for working-class women. 
I do not think that is true. Let’s take welfare in a historical light. 
There was a moment when a woman could not get welfare with 
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a man living in her house. The social workers in the 1960s would 
come to your house at odd hours to see if there was a man there. 
Unemployed fathers would have to move out in order for the 
family to get welfare, so welfare broke up families. The feminist 
critique said that was wrong. It shouldn’t be that in order to get 
welfare you cannot have a sex life, you cannot have a love life, 
you have to be celibate. That was an effective argument, and it 
changed the welfare rules. Unfortunately, now we have “welfare 
reform,” where once again needy women and children are de¬ 
prived of support. It’s a continuing struggle. 

Question: A lot of people think that there already is equality of 
rights. The issues that have to be addressed are very hard ones 
to address with any sort of laws or changes in policy; sometimes 
they are more embedded than that. What suggestions do you 
have for people or the movement to change these sorts of things 
that are more embedded than laws can really work with? 

KP: On the surface, our laws do look very equal. But a rule can look 
neutral on its face but not work out neutrally in practice. For ex¬ 
ample, the laws related to social security and employment are all 
written for the male employment pattern, which is continuous 
unbroken employment. A woman leaves the workforce to care 
for a sick relative, which our culture more often has women do¬ 
ing. She does not get unemployment because she has not been 
laid off. “Laid off” means you haven’t been fired and you haven’t 
voluntarily left. Because of family responsibilities, women tend 
to cycle in and out of the workforce. Also, women tend to have 
the kinds of jobs that disappear, especially poor women. As Bar¬ 
bara Ehrenreich pointed out in Nickel and Dimed, nobody 
works for five years at McDonald’s. The job is set up for people 
to do for just a little while and then leave. They wear you out. 
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Women, in other words, are much more likely to be in the work¬ 
place in a way where they don’t get unemployment and they 
don’t build up pension rights because they move around more 
and go in and out of the workforce. They end up with less social 
security. So, on the face of it, there is nothing about gender in the 
law, but it has very gendered consequences. 

Pierre Bourdieu, the wonderful French sociologist, makes the 
point that the law actually does have a big effect on how people 
live. It shapes not just our ideas about what is normal, but it also 
influences the structure of work on a very deep level. And that 
structure influences the choices people make. Before you know 
it, the gender system of inequality has been reproduced, but it 
feels to people like choices they have made. That is how society 
works. You magically want to do the thing that is laid out for you 
to do. 

Feminism is more than a challenge to formal, official discrim¬ 
ination. It is also about how people feel about each other and 
how they feel about themselves. What kinds of relations are men 
and women going to have? Those are intimate and personal 
questions that can make people feel quite threatened. I think 
that is one reason a woman might not like to identify as a femi¬ 
nist. She might think, “What if I want to get married? What if I 
get married and I want to change my name?” Isn’t that interest¬ 
ing that only women ever seem to say that? How come no man 
ever says, “I can hardly wait to get married so I can change my 
name!” At that level, where people feel threatened by change, 
they do not want to make that deep critique. I have known a lot 
of people who have not made that deep critique. Sometimes 
they end up in strange places that do not necessarily make them 
happy. 
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Things are different for young people now, and it is probably 
up to young people themselves to figure out where those fissions 
are between the equal life we would all like to have and getting 
there. I am on an e-mail list with a lot of feminists who are even 
older than I am, and they think nothing has changed. I don’t see 
how people can say that. I think life is quite different for women 
now than in, say, i960. But that is another reason why it can feel 
odd for a young woman to call herself a feminist. It might feel 
like there is nothing to fuss about. “Everything’s great. What’s 
the problem?” By the time you see what the problems are, you 
are too old to do anything about them. No, no! If young people 
talk to each other about these issues, they might actually uncover 
some interesting things. 

Question: Do you think that a magazine like Glamour or Seventeen 
can, in fact, have positive political empowering messages, or 
does the overall context wipe them out? 

KP: I think you said it yourself. Glamour, under Ruth Whitney, the 
previous editor, always had one or two serious articles about 
something that was really interesting. My experience writing for 
Glamour was a nightmare, because they made me rewrite ev¬ 
erything to fit their idea of their reader, who was not as intelli¬ 
gent as I think their readers are. But still, these were articles 
about serious things. I won prizes for these articles that did not 
actually appear in the format in which I had written. The mag¬ 
azines for grown-up women are the same. Vogue, Elle, Marie 
Claire. They all have the occasional piece of real content, and 
the official message is “Be all that you can be.” Except it’s “Be 
all that you can be—have a facelift.” Maybe I am being too 
puritanical. I like clothes; I wear makeup. I even like to cook 
—a recipe or two. But the relentless focus on appearance is 
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depressing. The notion of beauty is unbelievably narrow and 
destructive. 

You know how it is that the official message is one thing, but 
the real message is something else? I will give you an example. 
Let’s take eating disorders. I had a graduate student who was 
very beautiful, slender, and charming. At a certain point, she 
started talking about the eating disorders that she used to have. 
This woman had a figure like she had just walked out of the pages 
of Seventeen magazine, but in her past she had had this problem. 
So what does she do now? She works for the Bulimia Founda¬ 
tion. She goes around to high schools and talks to the girls about 
the terrors and horrors of eating disorders. But actually, she’s a 
walking advertisement for eating disorders! All a teenage girl 
would think looking at her is, “Oh, wow! If I make myself throw 
up enough, maybe I can look like that!” They wouldn’t have 
some two-hundred-pound woman go around to schools saying, 
“All right, so I am overweight, but the important thing is I’m not 
bulimic anymore.” Instead, they have a really cute girl, so that 
the official message and the message actually being given are in 
contradiction to each other. 

I think women’s magazines are like that. I will just give you 
one more example, my favorite one. Every single one of the ones 
for grown-ups has a new diet in it: lose five pounds in five min¬ 
utes. Lose that last ten pounds so you’ll look beautiful in your 
coffin. If you put a grapefruit on your head, you will lose weight. 
But every single magazine features recipes that are loaded with 
calories. On the cover, typically, will be some unbelievably 
gooey dessert. Anybody who cooks and eats like that is going 
to have a weight problem. So here again, they make you fat, and 
then they have to make you thin. Now, if you actually got thin, if 
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diets worked, how many would you need? One. The only way 
the diet part of the magazine could work is if you didn’t do the 
recipe part. But they want you to do both, so you are on this 
cycle that keeps you reading the magazine. That’s the way it 
works. 

As you can tell, I am quite a student of these magazines, which 
I do read and even have bought. I’m probably the only person in 
New York City who has ever read Family Circle. But they are not 
good for you. 

Question: Are there any instances in which you think the feminist 
movement has gone too far for its cause? How can feminists go 
about spreading their message without alienating many who 
might share their views but disagree with their methods? For ex¬ 
ample, those who might want gender equality but associate fem¬ 
inists with bra burning extremists. 

KP: There was a very brief moment in American history—it lasted 
for about three weeks—when feminists, in the rush of euphoria 
of suddenly being able to see their experience of being a woman 
in America politically, tried to burn a bra, one bra. The most fa¬ 
mous piece of underwear in all of human history was that bra 
that was not burned but dropped into a trash can at the 1968 
Miss America Pageant in Atlantic City. Miss America still goes 
on with all of her nonsense, but that bra is really history. 

I do not think there is a lot of truth to the stereotype that a 
feminist can’t wear pretty clothes, can’t care about her appear¬ 
ance, is not interested in sex, love, or men. A lot of people who 
would call themselves feminists are middle-class married 
women; they do not fit the stereotype at all. That stereotype is 
used to say to young women, “If you call yourself a feminist, you 
are not going to have a boyfriend; you are not going to get mar- 
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ried; you are not going to have children. You are just going to be 
lonely and miserable.” That is not true at all. 

When confronted with the question. What could feminists be 
doing differently? I don’t know. I mean, look at me. I am wear- 
ing pretty earrings. I have two necklaces and these lovely velvet 
clothes that were rather expensive and black, the fashionable 
New York color to represent my city when I travel. I dye my hair; 
I am wearing makeup. What more could I be doing? Assuming 
there is still something called the feminist movement, which is 
also a little problematic, I would say it is too tame. It is always try¬ 
ing to say, “Yes, having an abortion is such a terrible, terrible 
thing. But it should be your choice.” When was the last time 
you heard someone identified with the pro-choice movement, 
someone from NARAL, someone from the Feminist Majority, 
someone from the National Organization of Women [NOW] say, 
“You know, sometimes having an abortion is a really good idea. 
Sometimes having an abortion can be a way that a woman really 
does solve a terrible problem. Sometimes it can be a mark of be¬ 
ing an adult.” If you look at the fifteen-year-old who has the baby 
and the fifteen-year-old who has the abortion, it is not so clear 
that the one who has the baby is the one who is doing the mature, 
responsible thing as opposed to the one who is thinking a little 
bit about what kind of mother she can be and what kind of life 
she and that child are going to have. Pro-choice organizations 
tend not to talk this way; they emphasize the moral pain and 
agony of this decision in order to say, “This is a serious choice; 
women are not frivolous.” But to me, you have already conceded 
too much when you have said that. Why is it on the table that to 
decide whether to have a baby could ever be a frivolous choice? 
It is never a frivolous choice. You know your life as no one else 
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does; why should you have to demonstrate to the world that you 
are suffering about it? The feminist movement should become 
much more radical, and if people are so afraid of it, they should 
give people something to fear. How about that? I like that. That 
is such a good sound bite. I know I’ll win a lot of friends and in¬ 
fluence people with that. 
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A Violent Inheritance 
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Martha Minow’s research focus includes equality and inequal¬ 
ity, human rights, war crimes and genocide, and pluralism. Mi- 
now has taught at Harvard Law School for more than twenty 
years and has twice served as director for the Harvard Univer¬ 
sity Program on Ethics and the Professions. She is an adviser to 
Facing History and Ourselves, an organization that encourages 
the study of h istory with an emphasis on political participation 
and decision making. She is also cochair of an interfamily initia¬ 
tive, Children’s Studies at Harvard, which promotes interdisci¬ 
plinary, collaborative research on children and society. Minow 
has written several books, including Breaking the Cycles of 
Hatred: Memory, Law, and Repair and Between Vengeance 
and Forgiveness: Facing History after Genocide and Mass Vio¬ 
lence. Minow explores with us the origins of hateful acts, the 
path from vengeance to forgiveness, and how to change people’s 
consciousness. 

Question: Could you tell us a bit about your background? 

Martha Minow: I am old enough so that the Vietnam War was a 
framing experience for my consciousness. I was a protester, but 
I was twelve. That was a very pivotal experience for me. The war 
ended by the time I went to college at the University of Michi¬ 
gan. People took me around to show me where the protests had 
been. Then fast-forward, I wrote a book when I was in my early 
years of teaching called Making All the Difference that addresses 
legal treatment of people who are defined as different by the law, 
who are marked by race, by gender, by disability, or by religion 
as being different from the norm. After I wrote the book, I got a 


163 



164 


Brutality, Bloodshed, and Resolution 


phone call from a woman named Margot Strom, who runs an or¬ 
ganization called Facing History and Ourselves. She said, “I just 
want to thank you because we are going to use your materials in 
our teaching.” 

I said, “Tell me about what you do.” 

She said, “We run a program that teaches teachers to teach 
young people about the Holocaust in an effort to try to prevent 
future mass atrocities.” 

When she said that, I thought to myself, “That is really more 
important than anything I am writing about.” Ever since that 
time, I have been working with them. 

Question: If you had to identify the most crucial area or issue that 
needs to be addressed in order to correct the social origins of 
hateful acts, what would you choose and why? 

MM: Ever since I was twelve, I have sat writing on pieces of paper, 
“What are the causes of violence and intergroup hatred?” and 
trying to find where the weak link is in the chain. I haven’t found 
a weak link in the chain. If you find it, let me know. But what I 
have concluded is that every one of the links is worth tackling, so 
let me identify one of them. 

One is the ability of unscrupulous leaders to use mass media 
and other techniques to tap into mythologized histories. This 
certainly happened in Rwanda recently. It happened in Bosnia, 
it happened in South Africa, and it happened even earlier in 
Germany. When leaders are interested in mobilizing their own 
power and authority but do not have a great agenda, they turn to 
the tactic of creating scapegoats. They do so successfully by tap¬ 
ping into some mythologized versions of the histories of the 
groups. That is one thing to tackle. 

How do you tackle that? One way is by getting richer, more 
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complicated versions of history into people’s consciousness, try¬ 
ing to make sure that young people learn the history of their own 
countries in ways that are not couched simply in the form of win¬ 
ners and losers, victims and perpetrators. Another is to fight for 
free speech everywhere because the leaders who have been suc¬ 
cessful in mobilizing that kind of support have almost invariably 
had total or large control of the media. A third thing to do is to 
work from the highest levels of government to the most intimate 
contexts of family life to battle the tendency to dehumanize any 
particular group of people. 

Question: What is your perspective on hate speech codes? How do 
you approach the argument that just as with hate crime laws, 
hate speech codes can cause many unintended consequences, 
like chilling debate around college campuses? 

MM: I do not support hate speech codes. I believe that they do have 
a danger of killing speech. They have an even greater danger of 
creating martyrs around the free speech ideal that then distracts 
attention away from the underlying mistreatment of people 
through hateful words. There is a kind of foreshortening of the 
debate around these issues when people are polarized in a form 
that recapitulates the very problems and dynamics of hatred that 
people on both sides are trying to change. In the debates over 
hate speech, people tend to assume that their own position is to¬ 
tally right and that there is no possibility of any truth on the 
other side. Particularly if these discussions are going on in an 
academic context, that is incredibly disappointing because we 
should at least begin to model the kind of discussion that 
we think a free and open democratic society should be able to 
sustain. 

Advocates of speech codes are right about some things. For 
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example, they are right that hate speech itself has harmful ef¬ 
fects. Hateful speech itself restricts speech. When someone says 
something that dismisses everything that you have said, some 
people will rise to the bait and say, “Okay, I want to fight.” Other 
people will say, “It is simply not worth it.” Some other people, 
depending on their age and their prior experiences, may inter¬ 
nalize it and come to see themselves as inferior and even 
unworthy of speaking back. Thus, even advocates of codes re¬ 
stricting speech may have concerns for free speech partly on 
their side. Of course, having a code that restricts speech seri¬ 
ously jeopardizes the ideal of freedom of speech, but creating an 
institutional climate in which it is possible and even at some level 
acceptable for people to say hateful things can silence people 
who otherwise would be participants in that discussion. Once 
we start with the recognition that there is a danger to free speech 
on both sides, we can have a more productive discussion. 

Question: In Breaking the Cycles of Hatred, you list forgiveness as an 
inadequate response to collective violence because no one can 
be ordered to forgive: forgiveness must be granted, and to ex¬ 
pect forgiveness from victims is to revictimize them. However, 
for the societal scars of violence to truly heal, shouldn’t forgive¬ 
ness be an ultimate goal for all responses to violence, even if it is 
not required of initial collective responses as you suggest? 

MM: I have struggled to try to articulate what the alternatives are to 
vengeance on one side and forgiveness on the other. It is a good 
question to ask. What’s so bad about forgiveness? Isn’t that the 
goal? When I started researching this question and I tapped into 
the great resources of Harvard libraries, I found that there was 
very little written about forgiveness. The only material I found 
when I started writing about forgiveness in 1996 was in the Di- 
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vinity School library. There were very strong and powerful 
writings about forgiveness in various theological traditions, 
but people in the different religious traditions disagreed over 
whether forgiveness should be granted before there has been 
contrition by wrongdoers. Different traditions have very differ¬ 
ent views about that. Some think it is the granting of forgiveness 
that could be the triggering act for the change of the wrongdoer. 
Others feel strongly that forgiveness should not be given until 
there has been a change by the one who committed a wrong. It 
struck me, as a very basic point, that we could recapitulate some 
of the very conflicts that we are trying to avoid if we emphasize 
forgiveness, because there are different religious views about 
forgiveness. 

Second, whatever forgiveness may mean in these different 
traditions, there seems to be commonality in the recognition 
that forgiveness involves the victims’ relinquishing their sense of 
resentment, however rightfully it was earned. Let’s look at that 
carefully. If it is relinquishment by victims, then it has to be vol¬ 
untary. To be told to forgive, to be expected, to be forced, is no 
longer voluntarily to relinquish your resentment. I have talked 
with many people who have testified in the Truth and Reconcil¬ 
iation Commission hearings, the Human Rights Commission 
hearings in South Africa for the Committee on Human Rights. 
Many of the survivors observe: “I was open to the idea of for¬ 
giveness, but the wrongdoer came forward with his hand 
stretched out expecting me to forgive. I took that as a personal 
insult. Why? It is up to me to decide to forgive.” This kind of re¬ 
sponse really made me think about how wrong it is to assume 
or expect forgiveness, especially from people who have been 
severely victimized. In a profound sense, the only thing that a 
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victim of serious violence possesses immediately after the vio¬ 
lence is control over his or her own response to that experience. 
If that response itself is taken away and the person is told, “Do 
not respond the way that you are responding. It is wrong for you 
to hold onto resentment,” it seems to me a further deprivation, 
a further dishonoring of that victim. 

Now there are extraordinary people who have been utterly 
victimized and nonetheless who do forgive. We should admire 
and honor those people. I do not know if any of you have had the 
chance to see the documentary about the Truth and Reconcilia¬ 
tion Commission called Long Night’s Journey into Day. If you 
have not seen it, I highly recommend it. Among other portions 
of this documentary that I find compelling is a close interview 
with a series of women, all of whom are mothers whose children 
were killed on a bus after an informant told the apartheid-era 
police that there were terrorists on the bus. There were no ter¬ 
rorists on the bus. There was a group of teenagers on the bus. So 
after apartheid falls and the Truth Commission process begins, 
these mothers go to the commission and hear the application for 
amnesty from the man who was the informant. As it turns out, 
this man was himself a black-skinned African. All the mothers 
are also black-skinned Africans. In the interviews before they 
meet together, the mothers—to a person—say, “I will never for¬ 
give him. I will never forgive him. How could he do this?” They 
meet with him and they yell at him. And they say, “How could 
you do this? How could you turn against your own people? How 
could you turn against these teenagers? They were innocent!” 
Some of the mothers are crying, but most of them are yelling. 
This man who has applied for amnesty has his head in his hands. 
He apologizes, but he is clearly in agony. One of the women who 
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had adamantly declared “I will never forgive” suddenly says, “I 
forgive you.” Then one by one by one all the other mothers for¬ 
give him. There is this extraordinary sense of recognition that 
they are all sharing a common humanity and will have to build 
South Africa together. 

I should clearly state I am talking about forgiveness as an act 
of the individual victims. When we move to the societal per¬ 
spective and talk about a society forgiving, there is a great dan¬ 
ger of sliding quickly into amnesty, a legal form perhaps of 
forgiveness, or perhaps it is simply a mechanism to wipe away 
the option of prosecution. This has only a family resemblance to 
the forgiveness I have been describing. There is an enormous 
danger when you move to a societal form of analysis that that is 
what forgiveness ends up being. Amnesty is really not about re¬ 
linquishing resentment; it is about politically deciding it is not 
worth it or it is not justifiable to proceed. If you can develop an 
alternative way to frame forgiveness at a societal level, I would 
be interested to hear about it. I certainly support institutions 
like a truth commission that can encourage survivors to have oc¬ 
casions to encounter perpetrators and encourage perpetrators 
to acknowledge their acts and seek to make amends, and, yes, to 
make it possible for survivors to consider forgiveness. But any¬ 
thing beyond that is both internally contradictory and a further 
insult to survivors. 

Question: Do you think military intervention is ever justifiable to 
prevent crimes against humanity? 

MM: When I was in sixth grade, I had a great teacher who began 
the year by giving us two questions: “Do you think war is ever 
justified?” and “Do you think the weapons of the world should 
be destroyed?” So I wrote, “I think war is never justified and all 
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the weapons in the world should be destroyed.” We then spent 
several months studying wars for independence around the 
world, and then he asked us the same questions. I wrote, “I think 
war is sometimes justified, and I think the weapons of the world 
should not be destroyed if they are needed for defensive pur¬ 
poses.” I would like to think that I have progressed since sixth 
grade, but I don’t think I have very much. 

Recently I served on the International Independent Com¬ 
mission on Kosovo, a commission that was created by the gov¬ 
ernment of Sweden after the military intervention in Bosnia. As 
I agreed to serve on that commission with representatives from 
eleven other countries, I said, “You should know I was against 
the military intervention.” The chairman, Judge Richard Gold- 
stone from South Africa, said, “That is fine. We have people with 
all kinds of views on this commission.” In the course of the com¬ 
mission’s work, I certainly heard a lot of testimony and learned 
about not only the actions of Slobodan Milosevic, but also what 
was known at the time of the intervention about something 
called Operation Horseshoe. That was an effort, planned by the 
Serbian government, to remove Kosovar Albanians from their 
homes. 

In light of that and other evidence, I came to the conclusion 
that the military intervention was justified, but I and the other 
commissioners also had no doubt that the intervention was ille¬ 
gal. It was done in a way that violated the procedural steps nec¬ 
essary for international community approval. It was done in 
violation of international law. Plans to fly missions at a height at 
which it was not possible to control against civilian death are po¬ 
tential violations of international law. Proceeding without ap¬ 
proval of the Security Council made the intervention an act of 
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unauthorized hostility. The commissioners all concluded that 
there was a powerful justification for humanitarian intervention, 
and nonetheless the intervention as pursued was illegal. That 
presented a real challenge in our deliberations. How should the 
gap between justification and legality be addressed? Do we 
close that gap by changing the law? Or do we close that gap by 
changing our conceptions of legitimacy? On this score I think 
movement has to be obtained in both directions. Precommit¬ 
ments to legal procedures should not lightly be tossed aside. But 
in light of new experience, we can change the law for the future. 
We also need to acknowledge that the deck is stacked against 
humanitarian intervention as long as unanimous UN Security 
Council advance approval is required. 

Question: Earlier you mentioned that there is a big difference 
between the practical and ideological aspects of war. As Amer¬ 
icans, we often rely on thinking of war as an ideological issue 
because we are not as familiar with the practical aspects and in¬ 
stead see it romanticized in movies. Do you think that there is a 
way to bring to people a real consciousness and understanding 
of war on a very practical level? Would that change their minds 
about being so willing to invade other countries? 

MM: There was a thought experiment somebody had not long ago 
that I thought was pretty good. If in order to launch a war a pub¬ 
lic official had to actually press a button that was implanted in¬ 
side the body of a human being, and the only way to actually 
press the button was to cut open the human being, that could 
bring home the fact that human beings will die when that but¬ 
ton is pressed. This is just a thought experiment, but it is a good 
one. At the moment there is no immediate experience of killing 
or of death for the president or the Congress who authorize war. 
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In contrast, it is striking that the military in America are the least 
enthusiastic about the war. People who have actually had expe¬ 
rience with war are not in favor of starting a new one. To think 
about institutional, practical, and imaginative ways to bring 
home the reality of war to the people who make the decision 
seems to me an awfully good idea. 

When The Children of Heracles, a Euripides play, was re¬ 
cently produced at the American Repertory Theatre in Cam¬ 
bridge, there was a brilliant and courageous decision made not 
only to produce a play that deals with the issue of refugees but to 
produce it in a contemporary setting. A further inspired decision 
was to involve real refugees in the production. Many students 
from a local high school who are themselves refugees became in¬ 
volved in the production and appeared each night. The produc¬ 
ers tried to make this play function the way theater did at the 
time that Euripides wrote, when theater was about contempora¬ 
neous politics. Theater was about creating an arena where citi¬ 
zens could actually see and debate the issues of the day. Here, in 
the Cambridge production, the play was introduced each night 
by a panel discussion including a refugee and an observer of the 
current political or historical context. This helped make the play 
seem immediate and urgent and generated extensive audience 
discussion about living through war and loss. It is hard to think 
about going to war in the abstract after such discussions. The 
combination of personal stories, dramatic narratives, and struc¬ 
tural analyses could motivate people to think and behave with 
more attention to human consequences. 

Question: How can we develop international bodies that deal more 
with issues related to national sovereignty and possibly work to¬ 
wards developing international law or even an international con¬ 
ception of morality? 
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MM: The most important contributors to the development of the 
ideas and even the practices of public international law for the 
last fifty to seventy years have not been governments; they have 
been nongovernmental actors. They have been grassroots orga¬ 
nizations and international nongovernmental organizations. 
These NGOs have been important both in articulating the con¬ 
tent of these ideals and also in creating processes of monitoring, 
exchanging, communicating, pressuring, and shaming behavior. 
As it turns out, the intellectual force and the muscle in the move¬ 
ment for international human rights is not in governments and 
not in the UN. There is something very exciting about that be¬ 
cause it suggests that actually there is power in the weak. In fact, 
the powers of the weak over time may be more powerful than the 
powers of the strong. Those people who work for governments 
and the UN have enormous sets of constraints about what they 
can do, what they are willing to do, and what they are politically 
able to do. People who do not have all those obligations may have 
more freedom, more ability to maneuver. 

Do I think we should withdraw support for the UN and other 
formal public institutions? Absolutely not. Those are important 
focal points and foils. International criminal prosecutions in the 
ad hoc tribunals have their limitations, but they have jump- 
started debate and institution building at the national level to 
recognize and enforce human rights. These international crim¬ 
inal prosecutions reveal a sense of normative urgency and a 
sense of institutional creativity, thereby reflecting and in turn 
stimulating action by various people around the world. If those 
formal institutions work, they will only work because of the role 
of the nongovernmental organizations. The best prospect for 
dealing with the tensions between national sovereignty and the 
goal of international human rights is working through interna- 
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tional nongovernmental organizations that, by their very nature 
and identity, transcend the boundaries of any nation-state, as do 
multinational corporations. A promising response to globaliza¬ 
tion in its corporate form is growth in civil society, which takes a 
comparable international, transborder form. 

Question: Should people who hope to make a positive difference in 
the world follow in your footsteps and get law degrees? 

MM: My advice is not to go to law school. Law school makes sense, as 
was true in my case, if you think that the materials you want to 
spend time using your mind to grapple with are legal materials. 
If you have a passion for law or if you think that you really want 
to litigate or that this will give you the kind of credibility you 
will need in settings that you want to go, by all means go to law 
school. But if you are looking for a way to make a difference in 
the world around these issues, the more immediate and greater 
need is to affect the consciousness of people. Law is a limited 
means for doing that. It would be far more effective to write 
screenplays or to work on elementary school curricula. 

Ask yourself, What have been the most influential experi¬ 
ences in shaping your ideas about the world, about violence, 
about human dignity? What are the images that you have? What 
are the ideas that you have? Events unfolding in history may be 
the most indelible in people’s minds. But also influential are im¬ 
ages from mass media, and here I am thinking of film and tele¬ 
vision as much as news. I have several students who have earned 
law school credit for writing screenplays, and even one who sold 
one. Write plays. Write fiction. Write journalism. Produce rock 
videos. Figure out ways to affect people’s consciousness. 
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Swanee Hunt is founder and chair of Hunt Altern atives Fund, 
a private fou n dation advancing in novative and inclusive ap¬ 
proaches to social change at local, national, and global levels. In 
addition, she is the director of the Women and Public Policy Pro¬ 
gram at Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government, where she 
also teaches. During her tenure as U.S. ambassador to Austria 
( 1 993~97)> Hunt hosted negotiations and several international 
sy mposia to focus efforts on securing peace in the neighboring 
Balkan states. Her work in Eu rope prefaced the creation of In¬ 
clusive Security: Women Waging Peace, which advocates for the 
full participation of women in formal and informal peace pro¬ 
cesses. Ambassador Hunt, a member of the Council on Foreign 
Relations, writes a nationally syndicated column for Scripps 
Howard News Service and is author of This Was Not Our War: 
Bosnian Women Reclaiming the Peace. Hunt talks about her ex¬ 
perience in Austria, the roles women play in peacemaking activ¬ 
ities, and the challenges they face when they step up to the plate. 

Question: Would you tell us how you became involved with ques¬ 
tions of international security and peacekeeping? 

Swanee Hunt: I left Dallas, where I was born and raised, because I 
didn’t thrive there. After traveling and living in Europe for four 
years, I studied theology. I ended up spending sixteen years in 
Denver, Colorado. There I helped start a women’s foundation to 
generate more funding for projects relating to economic self- 
sufficiency for women and girls. While starting my own founda¬ 
tion, codirecting a halfway house for mentally ill clients, and 
serving as a minister of pastoral care, I became a big believer in 
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providing others with the support they need to identify and im¬ 
plement their own solutions rather than imposing solutions from 
the outside. 

Getting to know Bill and Hillary Clinton during the 1992 
presidential campaign, I thought, “At last, we’re going to have 
people in the White House who understand the kinds of issues 
I care about, particularly the inner city.” Hillary in particular 
wanted me to play a role in the government. I thought I would 
work on welfare reform—one of the issues I’d helped with in 
Colorado. Instead, I became U.S. ambassador to Austria. There 
were very few women in high-level foreign policy positions, and 
I had a decent grasp of German, so olf I went. 

In Vienna I looked around for the inner city and discovered it 
was where people went for the flakiest croissants and the richest 
coffee you ever had. I’m not sure how they do it, but the Austri¬ 
ans don’t have very serious social problems like the ones that I’d 
worked on in Denver. But they had seventy thousand refugees 
coming over the border. 

This was 1993. Bosnia was a brand-new country; it declared 
its independence just before it was attacked. The Serbs under 
Slobodan Milosevic were making a play for Greater Serbia. They 
were trying to push non-Serbs out, using atrocities to make them 
flee. People from our embassy—we had five hundred employees 
—were doing some of the refugee interviews. They were hear¬ 
ing the kind of terrible stories you read about in the Holocaust— 
scenes such as a grandfather being forced to eat the liver of his 
murdered grandson. 

I sat at my big mahogany desk in Vienna saying, “Oh, but I’m 
busy with a trade commission coming in to deal with the pros 
and cons of genetically modified soybeans or a Viennese exhibit 
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of an American sculptor. Why should I be dealing with some¬ 
thing happening in another country?” After a while I couldn’t 
live with myself. I suggested to the State Department that our 
embassy in Austria host the U.S. Embassy for Bosnia, since it 
was too dangerous to open an embassy in Bosnia. So for a year 
and a half, the American embassy for Bosnia was actually in Vi¬ 
enna, inside the embassy I was running. 

I ended up hosting negotiations between two sides in the 
three-way conflict, since the Bosnian Croats and the Bosnian 
Muslims were fighting each other as well as the Serbs. We felt 
if the Muslims and Croats could come together, they could face 
off the Serbs. In the course of those negotiations, which lasted 
about seventeen days, about sixty people were coming in and 
out—lawyers and politicians and the like. There was not one 
woman, even though the former Yugoslavia had the highest per¬ 
centage of women PhDs of any country in Europe. 

How could you end up with no women out of sixty people 
in these negotiations? I found this striking, given my experience 
in Colorado helping start the women’s foundation and seeing 
the innovative things women were doing at the grassroots level. 
As I got deeper and deeper into trying to figure out where the 
women were, I realized that the women were doing all kinds of 
tilings to try to stop the conflict and hold their communities to¬ 
gether, but they were not represented on the negotiating team. 

A little while after I came to the Kennedy School of Govern¬ 
ment, I started looking at other conflicts and noticing the same 
dynamic. It was always guys in gray suits. Some of these were 
wonderful guys, but it was striking to me that there were never 
women on the negotiating teams. When I asked about it at the 
UN, an official said, “In Africa the warlords won’t let women be 
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on the team because they’re afraid the women will compro¬ 
mise.” I thought, “You know, that is the point of negotiation.” 
It seemed to me that this was not simply a feminist cause. This 
was about securing stability as quickly as possible by bringing 
around the table the people most highly invested in that stabil¬ 
ity. Often they are the people who have not been planning the 
wars, who are less concerned about territory than they are about 
stopping the violence, who are accustomed to working outside of 
the system to find innovative ways of addressing these problems. 
Remember, by the time war breaks out, you have a failed situa¬ 
tion. You need people who can think outside the box. Yet those 
people are, in fact, excluded from the negotiating table. 

I realized this could actually be very important; this might 
be a lasting contribution I could make. At that point I was forty- 
five and starting to think, “Well, the next twenty years are the 
big twenty. What difference can I make in the world?” If I could 
change the way policy makers work on issues of war, that would 
be the greatest contribution I could make. 

Question: Does there need to be a shift in identity in order for 
women to continue to gain power in political decision making? 
Do they need to learn to block and tackle? Do they need to be 
like bullfighters? 

SH: In the seventies, we thought that if a woman is going to have 
a place in the corporate boardroom, she should look as corpo¬ 
rate as she can. What does corporate look like? Well, corporate 
means no ruffles. You have to make yourself look like the men. It 
is not just what you’re wearing, it’s also your voice and whether 
or not you learn to interrupt. Men are really good at that. Should 
women learn to push? That’s the block-and-tackle part. I’ve 
worked very hard learning to do that. I’m not proud of it. I wish 
that weren’t the way it is. 
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When I work with graduate students, especially the women, 
I tell them to get their voices down and strong and stop saying 
“just”: “I just want to ask this question,” “I sort of think that 
maybe I’ll just save the world...” all those disempowering ways 
of speaking. The packaging matters a lot. 

But the question is, At what point do you lose the value you 
added by becoming too much like the guys that you’re trying to 
fit in with or make comfortable? Much of this is human nature. 
The reason guys ask other guys to be on a board of directors 
instead of asking women to be on the board is that they want to 
have someone they’re comfortable with. These aren’t bad guys. 
So to your question, the basic answer is yes, women do have to 
learn to block and tackle. I wish it weren’t so. 

The other piece is that women need to stay in touch with 
other women so that we don’t lose appreciation for who we are 
as women. I held a meeting at the State Department to thank 
a number of women who had helped me as I moved into that 
new world. They were high-level: assistant secretary and higher. 
There were about eight or nine of us around the table. There 
was almost a yearning that I heard from them. They said, “We 
never see each other. This is like what we did when we were 
in our twenties. We are starved for this—being able to talk to 
each other about the challenges we face as women.” Women 
can make a big mistake by cutting themselves off from that 
camaraderie. 

Question: In “Inclusive Security: Women Waging Peace,” you write 
that “Rather than motivated by gender fairness, this concept is 
driven by efficiency.” How would you respond to the feminist 
argument for total equality among the sexes and rejection of 
gender stereotypes, since your argument is based on a certain 
degree of differentiation? 
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SH: I understand the concern about gender differentiation. I come 
from a family that is in the oil and gas industry where the boys of 
every generation are trained to go in and run the company and 
the girls are trained to marry a boy who will run the company. 
I have lived under and chafed under that discrimination. I have 
very strong views about gender fairness and how differentiating 
puts us in boxes that are confining. 

But when I go out into the field, whether to Rwanda or 
Guatemala or Cambodia, and I sit down and talk with women 
like Nanda Pok, who has organized over five thousand women 
to run for office in Cambodia (and, by the way, one thousand of 
them have been elected)—I say, “Nanda, why do you think it’s 
important to try to get women to run for office?” She says to me, 
“Because we women see things differently from the way men 
do.” Now I can’t tell you if that is nature or nurture or a combi¬ 
nation. I don’t think that is the important question here. I have 
asked that question probably four hundred times, and out of four 
hundred, I have probably found three women who didn’t say to 
me, “We women see things differently in this conflict.” I am re¬ 
porting firsthand accounts instead of trying to be true to a fem¬ 
inist critique of gender differentiation. 

Question: How are you working to make women more organically 
involved in governance and negotiation and not an afterthought 
or last-minute requirement? 

SH: Academia provides an extraordinary opportunity; it leverages 
change. I have a number of choices about how to spend my 
time. Through my private foundation, I can fund my own proj¬ 
ects. But to invest in students who go out and become the mem¬ 
bers of Congress, become the secretaries of Commerce or 
Education back in their home countries—that’s an extraordi¬ 
nary opportunity. 
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I care every bit as much about reaching men as I do about 
reaching women. One of the frontiers of understanding is the ef¬ 
fects of hormones on human behavior. For example, some are 
positing that testosterone may make a person more aggressive 
and more convinced that he will prevail. If you think more 
highly of yourself, you are liable to go into battle because you 
think you will win. If you take a group of men and women, and 
after they have had some time to get to know each other you ask 
everybody to give a number ranking the competence of every¬ 
one in the group, including themselves, the men will tend to 
rank themselves higher than the others rank them, and the 
women will rank themselves lower. 

Apply that finding to the question of women’s leadership, and 
you will see that we have a two-pronged task. We need to help 
women figure out how to overcome what may be not just social¬ 
ized but also a biologically driven fear or self-deprecation. We 
then need to help men understand that there must be room for 
the women. The education has to happen on both sides, and they 
are equally difficult. 

If I were to bring Aloisea Inyumba in from Rwanda and say, 
“Aloisea, talk to these people,” she would come and say [very 
softly], “Oh, thank you, Ambassador Swanee for having me. It 
is such a privilege to be here, and I appreciate it so much that 
you are willing to listen to me.” That is where she would start. 
Aloisea Inyumba was born in a refugee camp in Uganda, after 
her father was killed. When the 1994 genocide happened, Aloi¬ 
sea was twenty-six years old, and she had a college degree in so¬ 
cial work. As you recall, 800,000 Tutsis and moderate Hutus 
were killed. Aloisea is Tutsi. She was appointed minister for gen¬ 
der and families in the aftermath of the genocide. She had to 
help figure out how to bury 800,000 corpses to avoid another 
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health crisis on top of what had already happened. There was no 
heavy equipment, just machetes and maybe some hoes. Another 
big challenge was that in this country of 8 million people, there 
were 500,000 orphans. She started a nationwide campaign: “Ev¬ 
eryone take one.” That is all she said: “Everyone take one.” You 
were to take whatever child was given; it didn’t matter if that 
child was Hutu or Tutsi. She then became governor of the Kigali 
Ngali Province and was in charge of reintegrating 100,000 of the 
genocide perpetrators who had been released from the prisons. 
They were released back into the very communities where they 
had perpetrated the genocide. She had to keep these 100,000 
from being massacred as they were released. She is a giant of a 
woman, a Martin Luther King character. Yet if she were to walk 
in, she would say meekly, “Oh, thank you.” So how do we change 
that? Is it through the media? Through education? Through par¬ 
enting? I don’t know the answer, but it is a very serious question. 

Question: You have argued that we must take into account not only 
weapon stockpiles but also concern among women that regime 
change may mean a change to Islamic fundamentalist leader¬ 
ship. How do these factors influence your perspective on the 
U.S.’s pending decision to invade Iraq? 

SH: When I was in Vienna, I went to see a man who became my men¬ 
tor. His name was Viktor Frankl. Frankl was a Holocaust sur¬ 
vivor, and he talked about meaning as what drives you and keeps 
you alive. I said to him, “I don’t know if I should stay in this job 
because I am so sickened by not being able to get the adminis¬ 
tration to intervene in Bosnia.” I was advocating for military 
intervention. I was advocating for bombing. We were waffling. I 
wondered, “Should I resign from my position, or should I stay 
in it? Can I do more from the inside than I can from the out- 
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side?” Dr. Frankl said to me, “Madame Ambassador. Sometimes 
the right thing to do is only 55 percent right.” It is one of the most 
important things anyone has said to me in my life. If you think 
about it, you do not know if you are on the side of the 55 or the 
45 because if you have a position that is 45 percent right, you can 
make a fabulous case for that position. You can write essays, you 
can write books describing why that 45 percent is right. You do 
not know you are right until you look back, and even then you 
do not know. You are in a position where you have to commit 
or you are just paralyzed. He was trying to explain to me why 
people as good as those in the Clinton administration could be 
paralyzed by looking at the 45 percent and hearing all of the ar¬ 
guments against intervention. The Iraq situation is so complex 
that very good and thoughtful people disagree. If you are certain 
about your position on Iraq, you are probably not being very 
thoughtful, because this is one of the most devilish decisions that 
I have seen come around in a long time. 

I hope that this wartime is creating a terrible sense of divine 
unrest in you. The greatest tragedy would be if watching the 
bloodshed and destruction and all of the unintended conse¬ 
quences, you say, “Well, I’ve had it with politics. I’m not getting 
involved in that scene. It’s just dirty business.” We have a paucity 
of imagination. That is our problem. We need new ways of think¬ 
ing. That is why I try to bring others into the conversation. Let’s 
get different people around the table. Of course you have to have 
the warriors around the table. You can’t keep them away from 
the negotiating table. But why not double the number of chairs? 
Why not bring in some very different voices and see what hap¬ 
pens when you change the mix? 

Question: I understand the need to get women involved in negotia- 
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tions that you describe, but if the goal is not so much gender eq¬ 
uity in this case as it is promoting peace, it seems to me that at 
the same time we are promoting involving women, we should 
also be working to figure out why the people we choose to do our 
negotiations are not the sort of people that we should necessar¬ 
ily want to have involved in those negotiations. 

SH: I have a very hard time figuring out how such smart people as 
those who conduct foreign policy could do something so stupid 
as to invite only the war makers around the table and say, “Now 
create peace.” That seems so shortsighted. If you were mayor 
of Seattle, and you wanted to do something about smog, what 
would you do? You would bring together the car dealers and 
the environmentalists and the industry people, right? But you 
would also bring together the churches, the neighborhood orga¬ 
nizers in the low-income community, the business leaders, and 
the education experts. In our domestic policy, we would never 
think of trying to bring together only two sides of the conflict 
and say, “Now we are going to come up with a solution.” We 
would create a campaign to end smog in Seattle. For some rea¬ 
son that model, which is so basic in American policy making, has 
not transferred over into foreign policy making. It may be be¬ 
cause the outsiders who are hosting the negotiations do not 
know many of the people who are on the inside really making the 
fabric of the society work. They only know the people who are 
fighting each other. It may be as simple as that. 

Question: On the issue of getting involved in making a difference, 
for those of us who are not independently wealthy and may be 
facing just graduating from college, are there particular steps 
that you see as being important? We often question, Do I run for 
office? Do I teach? Do I become involved in nonprofit organiza- 
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tions? What do you see as being the most crucial steps to doing 
something about the way things are? 

SH: I am always tempted to answer this question straight because 
you are asking it straight. I could make up something. I could 
say, “Well, it is really important to have different kinds of expe¬ 
rience and understand how the society works from different 
perspectives. So I would recommend that you vary your life ex¬ 
periences and do this and do that, especially in your twenties. 
Blah, blah, blah...” But the truth is, you can make all the plans 
you want in terms of how you are going to get to there. And if you 
are a planner, please go ahead and make your plans. The chances 
of your life evolving according to your plan are probably less 
than 5 percent. Only do it if it is a comfort to you. Follow your 
passion and learn from the places that you get yourself into that 
you absolutely hate. You will probably learn more there. You will 
be miserable, but you will learn more about the way the world is 
dysfunctional while you are getting crushed in the middle of it. 

My family bought a hotel in Fort Worth, and the manager was 
taking my sisters and me around to see how they had redone the 
hotel. We were taken up to the top floor and shown all the suites 
that were named for the leaders of Fort Worth history. There was 
Joe Smith and John Slaughter and so forth. After we looked into 
these seven suites, my sister Flelen asked, “Where are the women 
of Fort Worth history?” The manager said, “Well, we looked for 
women, and there were not any who were doing anything im¬ 
portant.” So I hired a researcher, who in fact discovered that 
women had started the school system and the post office and 
the hospital while men were punching holes in the ground and 
slaughtering cows in the stockyards. I prepared a report about 
these great women of Fort Worth history. So the three sisters, 
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who actually owned 75 percent of the hotel, came back and said, 
“Guess what? Here are these three great women. We don’t want 
to take away the suites from the men of Fort Worth history, but 
let’s take the fountain in the lobby and we’ll put up a plaque for 
these women.” Easy solution, right? So there was some consult¬ 
ing between the brother and the manager, and the answer was 
no. The most interesting part of this story is that the three sisters 
who owned 75 percent of the stock said, “Oh.” That was it. It was 
awful! It was one of those moments I look back on and say, “How 
on earth could we have just said, ‘Oh, rats!’ ” 

But I have been energized by that moment for thirty years, 
because it was such a failure. You do learn more from those mo¬ 
ments of failures. Don’t be afraid to go back into them to say, 
“Why did that feel so bad? What did I learn? What am I going to 
do differently in my life not just for myself but for other people 
who are having similar experiences?” If you can’t take the things 
that are crushing to you or that are propelling you forward and 
draw from those forces the lessons on how you are going to live 
your life, then you are missing out on a basic connection that 
makes our lives really worthwhile. 

Question: Do you have a closing word before we round things off? 

SH: I will leave you with a picture of a woman named Sophia. She 
lived in a little town in Croatia. She was an old woman. Every 
day she had one job, to go at noon to the church, to take the ropes 
that were tied up on the wall, untie them, pull on the ropes, and 
ring the bells in the tower. During the war, in village after vil¬ 
lage, when the Serb forces came in tanks, they would shoot up all 
the houses of the Catholics, the Croats, and then they would end 
up at the church. They would go to the church and shoot up the 
church. At the very end they would shoot the tower. Then they 
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would roll out, and it would now be a Serb town. This old woman 
whose church had been shot up, every day you would find her in 
the churchyard at noon. There was wood splintered everywhere, 
but in the middle of the debris, the big bell that had been in 
the bell tower was lying on its side on the ground. Sophia, this 
eighty-year-old woman, was bent over with her old gnarled 
hands grasping the clapper and swinging her arms, ringing the 
bell. I carry Sophia inside of me, and I hope you will. No matter 
what the circumstances in which you are working, in which you 
are living, your job is to keep your hands on that clapper, ringing 
the bell. 




miflB IHHIHE, msician 


Shortly before this interview, Jennifer Leaning returned from a 
Physicians for Human Rights mission to Afghanistan, where her 
investigations of potential human rights abuses included visits to 
a prison holding Taliban forces. Leaning is professor of interna¬ 
tional health at the Harvard School of Public Health and direc¬ 
tor of the Program on Humanitarian Crises and Human Rights 
at the school’s Frangois-Xavier Bagnoud Center for Health and 
Human Rights. A founding board member of Physicians for Hu¬ 
man Rights, she is an au thority on questions of hu man itarian 
crises, medical ethics in emergency settings, and humanitarian 
law. Her work has taken her to conflict zones around the world, 
including Somalia, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Rwanda, 
and the Chad-Sudan border. In these pages. Leaning offers 
strategies on how to stay alive in volatile situations and describes 
her own processes of risk assessment. She also reviews various 
public health measures that could defuse some of the conditions 
that breed terrorism. 

Question: Some analysts have suggested that there might be a link 
between public health conditions and terrorism. In light of this, 
do you believe that the U.S. should direct more funding to pro¬ 
grams aimed at immediate health conditions around the world, 
possibly at the expense of more long-term research programs of 
uncertain benefit or long-term benefit? 

Jennifer Leaning: The response partly depends on how you evalu¬ 
ate and understand the phenomenon of terrorism. Let’s put that 
question aside for a moment and think about the range of op¬ 
tions available to people who have a sense of agency, a sense of 
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the future, a sense of hope—let’s get more primitive—a sense 
that they can protect their children from harm—and more 
primitive—a sense that they have a pretty good idea of where 
their next meal is coming from. There are hundreds of millions 
of people who live in great insecurity where they have no sense 
of a future and no sense that they can protect their children from 
harm. There are probably a third of the world’s people, or sev¬ 
eral billion people, who are not sure where their next meal is 
going to come from. So if you take those two levels of insecu¬ 
rity—that is, food insecurity, affecting a third of the world’s 
population, and physical and psychological insecurity, affecting 
hundreds of millions of people who are caught up in war, 
conflict, or the immediate postconflict setting—you have got to 
think, What are their options? What are they susceptible to in 
terms of malignant leadership, bad ideologies that seem to make 
sense, or an option that is thrown their way? There are a huge 
number of people in the world who can be entangled in various 
types of scapegoating or analysis so that they are not necessarily 
going to be very sound or profound in their reactions to issues or 
threats. 

From a preventive standpoint, which is always the public 
health position, if we want people in the world to be making sta¬ 
ble, productive choices towards life, towards a society that is rel¬ 
atively peaceful rather than one that works through vengeance, 
anger, and violence, we need to be able to improve their condi¬ 
tion, so that at the first moment they feel more secure, happier, 
with a greater sense of power and agency than they currently 
have. From that perspective, which looks at public health in the 
largest sense of promoting human security (and I think actually 
the inputs of public health are fundamental in promoting human 
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security), investments in water, agriculture, sanitation, educa¬ 
tion, and transportation improve quality of life at the most basic 
level, making people feel that they are okay in their own lives 
and their own places. 

Let us take a leap now to terrorism, and I am not an expert in 
this. I would say that the United States public is still pretty ig¬ 
norant about terrorism, and in a way that is wonderful. In a way, 
it is a terrible loss of our innocence and our sense of comfort in 
the world that the Federal Emergency Management Agency is 
now talking to us about masking tape and plastic to put over our 
windows in case of a chemical or biological attack, that we now 
have to be worried about any large building or hotel or major 
hospital, particularly if they have the word “Jewish” in them or if 
they have a name that has Hebrew origin. All of these issues are 
really new in terms of the sense of urgency, and that is an ap¬ 
palling about-face in our world circumstance. I completely un¬ 
derstand people in the elite and general public who are so angry 
about having this carpet of innocence and insurance ripped out 
from under them that they are going to label and brand and tar¬ 
get and go after the people we call terrorists. 

We could talk about the ethics of terrorism. I do not remotely 
endorse it, but I do believe it is pretty important to try to under¬ 
stand that millions of people elsewhere in the world have a very 
different view of this country, and a very different view of how it 
is that they can make a better life for themselves. It is important 
for us to understand that, and this is where I think the two links 
come together. If we are ever again to re-create the innocence 
and certainty in the future that we had just a few years ago, we 
are going to have to extend a sense of human security to other 
people elsewhere. This is the blowback about globalization. We 
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are never going to be able to be isolated and okay. We are only 
going to be okay if others are more okay than they are now. 

Question: What do you see as the relationship between doctors, 
lawyers, and economists in questions of international public 
health? 

JL: We have a lot to learn from each other—doctors, lawyers, and 
economists. None of those disciplines really prepares a person 
to understand the problems of globalization. If we had here a 
doctor, lawyer, and economist, each classically trained, articu¬ 
late, moderately well traveled—they had been to Florence but 
not to Kosovo—the first thing I would want them to acknowl¬ 
edge is that from within their discipline, they only know a very 
small part of the problem. To figure out what we need to do, 
people have to be synergistic and multidisciplinary. They have 
to be able to sift evidence from a variety of sources and value the 
information that comes in different packets. 

For example, these experts have to be able to read the testi¬ 
mony from somebody who has been subjected to torture and un¬ 
derstand the perspective that that person is struggling to bring 
to bear with the courage it takes to tell his or her story as well as 
an economic analysis of what debt burden is in much of West 
Africa. In addition, they must be able to understand what it 
means for a family in southern Africa to be faced with the three 
endemic and epidemic scourges that now all come together— 
HIV/AIDS, tuberculosis, and malaria—and what that combina¬ 
tion of scourges presages for their life and future together as a 
nuclear family—over the next ten or fifteen years—in terms of 
behavioral constraints and the risk of death. A child who has al¬ 
ready passed the threshold of having to worry about malaria now 
enters a threshold of having to worry about HIV/AIDS. In these 
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contexts, an eight-year-old girl is preyed upon by older men be¬ 
cause the thought is that she does not have HIV/AIDS yet and is 
safe, and there is a myth out there that if you have sex with a vir¬ 
gin who is not HIV positive it will cure you of HIV/AIDS. There 
are layers of jeopardy and disease and predation and morbidity 
that a physician, having learned about what is happening in 
southern Africa, will understand. But if this is just a physician 
who has been born in and brought up in this country and is go¬ 
ing through a classical training at the local hospital, unless he 
or she has ears open to what is happening outside, this physician 
is not going to be particularly helpful in addressing these prob¬ 
lems of globalization and world change. The case is similar for 
an economist or a lawyer. I won’t go into the detail on that, but 
you can see my line of reasoning. 

Jumping ahead and saying international health entails situa¬ 
tions where there is poverty, very little economic growth, and lit¬ 
tle understanding of democratic processes, let alone structures 
that support a rule of law, who goes first, the doctor, the lawyer, 
or the economist? I think it is the only reasonable answer to say 
that people have to go there together and analyze what the issues 
are and figure out the set of priorities. In analyzing it, not all sit¬ 
uations of poverty and misery are the same. In Kosovo, after the 
war and the expulsion into Albania/Macedonia, when the Koso¬ 
vars then returned to their very small country, which had been 
subjected to about two and a half months of bombing, the prin¬ 
cipal first problem was a security problem. There were gangs 
roaming around, a lot of machine guns in the wrong hands, no 
police forces, and land mines all over. The main issue was deal¬ 
ing with security. The second big issue was rebuilding the roads. 
Nobody could communicate, nobody could travel anywhere, 
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and there were no telephones. It was extraordinarily difficult 
even to set up a meeting to organize something because it took 
you an hour to cross town (people basically abandoned vehicles 
and would walk because the roads were so bad). So a lawyer, a 
physician, and an economist looking at the immediate postwar 
reconstruction in Kosovo would have said the first problem is se¬ 
curity, the second problem is transport, and the third problem— 
this is where the health focus comes in—is clean water. 

If you were looking at the situation in Afghanistan, another 
postwar situation, you would see that the first problem here, in 
addition to security, was transport, because there was no access 
to health care due to bad or nonexistent roads. They had a rural 
population trapped in the mountains with appalling health in¬ 
dices. The only way you could get them to even the remotest ex¬ 
pertise was if you had a transport system. I am talking about 
roads that would accommodate donkeys. 

However, in Kosovo, two additional years post-reconstruc¬ 
tion, the principal issue is. How do you kindle and ignite eco¬ 
nomic growth in a tiny place that does not clearly have a market 
niche? And how do you construct a legal system that is going to 
create a sense of ethics, stability, accountability, and fairness in 
a country that has been oppressed and contaminated by all kinds 
of crummy processes? In Kosovo at this time, I would say a pub¬ 
lic health person is less important than those who understand 
how to create legal systems appropriate to that society and back¬ 
ground and economists who know how to jump-start fairly pe¬ 
culiar and distorted economies. This is a long way of saying that 
these three kinds of professionals are probably the three impor¬ 
tant ones you would need. I would actually like to have an engi¬ 
neer with me in trying to improve the situation in many parts of 
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the world, but with an engineer, a physician, a lawyer, and an 
economist, assuming they were broad-gauged and open to dif¬ 
ferent kinds of evidence and input, I would say you could do 
a lot. 

Question: Often a good solution to solving health-related problems 
and epidemics in times of crisis is to educate the people them¬ 
selves; for example, teach them how to protect themselves from 
disease or filter water for drinking. What is being done to teach 
people how to help themselves in these situations? 

JL: A key component in public health—which actually could be 
borrowed and expanded into virtually any social enterprise—is 
to educate the general public. Public health is about the health 
of populations, the health of large groups; it is not about the 
health of individuals. When you are thinking about the approach 
to populations, the fact is that you cannot order everybody 
around all the time, so you will want to get some cooperation and 
some compliance. In addition, given the chance, human beings 
are going to want to protect themselves and care for the people 
they love, and given a slightly better chance, if they are not an¬ 
gry and filled with vengeance, they are going to have a more gen¬ 
eral social sense of probity and kindness. If you approach 
populations that way and you want to get them to do something, 
the fundamental strategy is education. 

In public health and disasters, it is turning out to be absolutely 
critical for those in charge of the response and rebuilding to tell 
people what is going on honestly; say when you do not know 
something, and do your best to find out the answer (if it is a rea¬ 
sonable question); tell people what it is that they can do to take 
charge of their own lives and protect their families and friends 
and their community groupings; say when you are going to come 
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back with a new message and a new engagement so people can 
park their questions as they accumulate and have faith that you 
are going to come back and talk with them again; have the peo¬ 
ple who are doing this communication be a combination of lead¬ 
ers the people have previously trusted (do not try to do this with 
a new leader); and have this public form of education linked to 
an expert, because not all the problems that come up in public 
health mode in a crisis setting are problems that a regular leader 
is going to be expert in. 

Actually a really good model of this—that is, emergency 
public health education in a crisis setting—is Rudy Giuliani af¬ 
ter the World Trade Center disaster. He was largely responsible 
for public health education: “Do not go down here, we are wor¬ 
ried about the air, this building is unsafe, this area is off-limits, 
this is what we are doing to try to find people, this is what we are 
going to do about identifying remains, this is what we are going 
to do to help those of you who have been in a whole range of ways 
disadvantaged or made to suffer as a result of this event.” Every¬ 
thing Giuliani did underscored the fundamental principles that 
we have learned over time about leadership in crisis. If you re¬ 
call, he was there in front, but most often flanked with the fire 
chief, the police chief, engineers, heads of public health, city 
pathologists, the chief mortician, and the head of the morgue. 
First, he would give a speech in which he would update people 
with the latest information. He would be asked questions, and he 
would say, “Let me turn to so-and-so,” and he would bring that 
person to the microphone and give that person the strength and 
visibility of being the expert, and you would hear it directly from 
the expert. When another question would come in, he would re¬ 
sume and come back. He did not leave the expert hanging for 



Jennifer Leaning, physician 


197 


questions that were not related to that expert’s area of expertise. 
He would give credit—another significant aspect of education 
in crises—to the people who were helping him and helping the 
general public; he did not try to hold himself up as the one es¬ 
sential leader. That particular mode of public health education 
in crisis would be critical in any setting that you could accom¬ 
plish it. 

One of the big problems in postconflict or crisis settings is that 
there is no television; there is not the technology to communi¬ 
cate immediately with large numbers of people. The moment 
you can, you should. For example, Afghanistan has a radio sys¬ 
tem with communication links going to the remotest mountains, 
and speaking through the radio is a critical way of bringing to¬ 
gether a community of twenty to twenty-five million people. 
Similarly, in settings where there is no capacity for any kind of 
electronic communication, it is important to have a combination 
of runners, people who actually run out and tell the word, and 
flyers or print media. 

When you are dealing with an extended crisis, it is crucial to 
give the household heads and the women a sense of empower¬ 
ment about what they can do in the short run and the longer run 
to protect their families and find the support—including food 
and water and shelter—that they need. But in that education 
process, you have to keep in touch with them and say, “We are 
going to come back and listen to your questions.” You have to 
have a process for a two-way street, even at the most primitive 
level of communication around town meetings. 

Public health education in a crisis setting is extremely impor¬ 
tant. We have learned a lot of lessons about how to do it well. It 
needs to be technology dependent, and it needs to be culturally 
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and socially appropriate, in terms of being responsive to the is¬ 
sues and preoccupations that people have. 

Question: I was hoping that you could describe for us the process by 
which you were able to get the information to report on the con¬ 
ditions of the Taliban prisoners. 

JL: The way you do these kinds of missions is to first of all get a vi¬ 
sual geography in your mind about what the terrain is like. You 
go to movies. I went to see Seven Days in Tehran just to see what 
Tehran looks like. You talk to people who have been around and 
come back. You have a very developed sense of pattern recogni¬ 
tion that comes with experience. I knew that an air war with spe¬ 
cial forces all over the country, moving fast, with an at least 
disputably criminal set of allies, that is the Northern Alliance, 
was going to wreak havoc on the civilian population, and that 
there were going to be violations of human rights and interna¬ 
tional law. I knew it. You get in the country, and you talk to the 
International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), which is a 
very important international institution that in most places in 
the world has been there for the duration of the conflict and has 
very good information about certain issues. The reason they 
have good information is that they do not talk to people like me; 
they talk only to the government and only to the warring parties. 
They are very valuable, but they are not whistle-blowers. So I 
went to the ICRC and I said, “I have concerns about the cam¬ 
paign in the north of Afghanistan: a lot of airpower, tons of 
people surrendering, all kinds of civilian villages apparently 
bombed, rapid movement of the Northern Alliance through 
these areas down to Kabul. There are probably some issues up 
there, right?” In this case, the ICRC said it might be worth go- 
ing up there to look. That was the green light. 
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As you move into these areas, you have to be careful, quiet, 
and nonflamboyant. But you follow every possible lead and you 
do not sleep much, and you make sure that you take care of a few 
things: water, some food, and periodically some rest so that you 
are thinking. You are taking notes all the time in some way that 
is not easily discernible. My handwriting is bad enough that I do 
not have to go into code, but there are ways in which you have to 
be careful about the discoverability of what you are finding and 
how you are talking to people. It helps to be a physician who is 
trained to ask detailed questions with a sense of logic and fact 
but who is also interested in how people are feeling, so they do 
not feel they are talking to a lawyer. As a physician, you are also 
very comfortable with the issue of confidentiality which you 
pledge to people. By your deportment and the way you stay away 
from issues that are not in your line of sight, they realize you are 
not in there for some sob story or to find out how much money 
they have. They realize that you actually have a question about 
what happened to them, and then they relax about all the other 
extraneous things they may be worried about. They will answer 
questions about what happened. 

The other thing about being a trained professional—I am not 
saying you have to be a physician—is that you have a certain 
competence about how you are going to interact with other 
kinds of trained professionals. I have a lot of respect for military 
commanders and custodial types in the armed services: fire, po¬ 
lice, and prison commandants. They have very hard jobs. I ap¬ 
proach them respectfully and figure out a way to get to talk to the 
people I am interested in that is not going to threaten their over¬ 
arching sense of their command and their ongoing endurance in 
that position. The way I got access to the prison was to say that I 
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was a physician, that we had heard there were terrible health 
conditions in the prisons, and that we were hoping to find out 
about these conditions and generate public support so that there 
might be a way of creating more resources and making it easier 
to take care of the prisoners. I did a little bit of advance check¬ 
ing to make sure that was not going to blow up in my face as an 
entry point, but it turned out to be okay. Then you just have to 
have a certain amount of assurance that they are not going to 
stop you. There are only certain kinds of people that you would 
dare to do this with. You do it with people who have a standing 
in a community, a reputation to uphold; they have some leader¬ 
ship and a group that follows them, and then around them there 
are people who say, “Yeah, he is in command, and we will give 
him that.” You do not have this kind of interaction going down a 
dirt road with somebody you know is a drug runner, a rapist, a 
criminal, someone who does not keep his word at a certain level 
of professional interaction. When I am dealing with people I 
know I can’t trust at that level, I am very careful about when 
I see them, with whom, and under what circumstances. 

Question; What is your thinking process before you even decide to 
leave in terms of how much danger you are prepared to face? 

JL: It is partly a cost-benefit assessment. How high do I think the 
risk is? I think it through quite carefully and then ask: “What 
would be the benefit of getting this information or bearing wit¬ 
ness and coming back and being able to provide another window 
onto what is happening?” In a setting of human rights and inter¬ 
national law, it is always the case that the full story never comes 
out. Sometimes it takes fifty years for So percent of the story to 
come out. Think about the stories you read in the New York 
Times or the stories that are still unfolding about World War II. 
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You may only read these stories in the obituaries, as there are a 
lot of people who were prominent from World War II who are 
now dying. The New York Times does a lot of historical work for 
the obituaries; they are biographies, and you are not going to find 
some stories anywhere except in the obituaries. 

What I am interested in is getting more of the full story about 
the human rights issues: the violations of law, the behavior of 
groups and people in crisis settings. I am interested in getting 
that story out earlier, so that it is happening in time for those of 
us who are making the choices to know the information and have 
a more grounded and whole way of thinking through the next 
step and the next strategy. Understanding how our troops be¬ 
haved in Afghanistan and the horrors that were inflicted on the 
prisoners of war is a very important corrective for the United 
States in terms of the phases of work they are going to be em¬ 
barking upon, for instance, in Iraq. It is also important for Amer¬ 
icans to know that you cannot just assume that the people you 
have elected are going to behave in all the fine details as well as 
you would like. 

Human rights people are engaged in saying, “Yes, but...” 
particularly in a country where, within the United States, we 
have very good values, norms, laws, and often a good track 
record. But we are also the superpower, and it is really important 
for people in this time frame and for the next fifteen or twenty 
years (beyond that we are probably not going to be a superpower, 
but nobody seems to be planning for that) to be saying, “Yes, 
but...” Yes, Afghanistan was an important venture. It was good 
that the Taliban were kicked out; they were a repressive, awful, 
ridiculous regime, particularly in the last two or three years of 
their reign. They wound up being this debilitated theocracy that 
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spent all of their time seeing how long a woman’s garment was 
and whether she showed any ankle. If there was a cab going by 
with a tape deck, the driver was hauled off. But they were not do¬ 
ing any of the jobs of governance. On the other hand, the way in 
which we routed the Taliban and the way in which we are inter¬ 
acting with our allies there and with the prisoners leaves much 
to be desired for a conquering nation that wants to abide by the 
rule of law. 

I try not to take risks that are very profound: I do not scuba 
dive; I am mistrustful of machinery I do not understand; I 
promised my family I would never go in a helicopter, because 
they are unforgiving machines and if something goes wrong, you 
are dead; if I am in an elevator and it jerks, I am out of that ele¬ 
vator and I will take the stairs. I am not a risk taker like that, but 
I am going to take reasoned risks that involve some planning, 
tilings I can understand and control. I feel I can understand a lot 
about people, and I trust my judgment on that, so where other 
people will take their risks with machines, I will take my risks 
with people. 

Question; On the theme of risk taking, what risks are unique to hu¬ 
man rights workers? Also, was there ever a time where you have 
had to draw a line in terms of your own safety even though it 
might have helped other people? 

JL: In the last twenty years, the people on the outside, expats, are 
getting more and more numerous. What is becoming increas¬ 
ingly clear, whether you are a humanitarian person, a UN 
worker, a Red Cross worker, or a human rights person, is that if 
you are First World, whether you are white or a person of color, 
going into the Third World (I think the modern euphemism “de¬ 
veloping world” is a phony phrase) to an area torn by big human 
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rights abuses if not war, you are not safe. You cannot trust the 
fact that people are going to say, “Oh, great! You have come in to 
help us solve our problems!” That went out about twenty-five 
years ago. 

So you have to be fairly careful about going in with a mission 
and figuring out why you are there. In human rights, you are 
there to understand a problem, investigate it, make a report, and 
then survive to talk about it when you come out. Your work is 
partly in-country, to create the sense of connection with the peo¬ 
ple who are suffering, so that they know that what is going on is 
not being utterly ignored, that there are reasonable people out¬ 
side the Third World with whom they can connect and attach 
some hope. That is really important. But what you are actually, 
fundamentally trying to leverage is that when you come out, you 
can talk to the First World with a certain level of energy and au¬ 
thenticity and fact that is going to make the policy change. You 
have made a bad mistake if you have risked your life right up to 
the edge so that you get badly hurt or killed and you cannot 
come out to tell the story. So the injunction I give in human 
rights training is: survive in order to report. There is no need for 
any more martyrs; they don’t cause a ripple. Martyrdom does 
not exist anymore. 

My sense is that if you cannot be pretty sure that you can have 
a handshake with the people who are taking you up-country and 
with the people you meet along the way, if you cannot be pretty 
sure that they are going to respect who you are and give you a lit¬ 
tle space to do your work, if you cannot have that assurance, then 
you cannot do human rights work. Physicians for Human Rights 
is not in Iraq. In fact, there are very few human rights organiza¬ 
tions doing anything in Iraq. It is too unsafe in general to move 
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around; people are too wary, and they do not want to talk to you. 
In Iraq we would want to excavate the mass graves and have the 
families of the missing identify who was in those graves. To do 
that, you need to be in place and have an office in the city, with 
people coming in. You are incredibly visible. It is too hot a thing 
to do right now, given what is going on. So in human rights, there 
needs to be some stability of connection with the people that you 
need to rely on to get the information. 

Question: As a physician, what perspective or particular concerns do 
you bring to the conversation about how best to utilize and dis¬ 
tribute our resources? 

JL: It begins with consciousness and awareness, which is one reason 
why this course at Harvard is very important. Over the last fifty 
years, since the end of the Second World War, the United States 
and the West have accentuated the gap between the rich and the 
poor and the gap in future potential and the gap in any sustain¬ 
able sense of hope. In other words, we have developed in a large 
number of ways, and much of the world has moved very little, so 
the relative disproportion has gotten worse. The world has 
grown more crowded and also more complicated than it was 
post-World War II, but the fundamental point remains that 
there are an unacceptable number of people dying young and an 
unacceptable number of people dying in childbirth. Similarly, 
we can see the gap in the indices around health and water and 
food and education and hope—the expectation that one can 
have a reasonable life and can be secure in that life and have 
children and feel okay about oneself. That is not a set of expec¬ 
tations that large parts of the world can remotely hope to aspire 
to. Just realizing that differential is first of all the most important 
aspect of starting the next phase, which is. What are you going to 
do about it? 
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I would submit that whether you want to be a rock musician, 
a physician, or a nuclear physicist, part of what someone coming 
out of college must be challenged to say to himself or herself is, 
How is this going to make the world better for all these people 
who have very little? I am not speaking about another Albert 
Schweitzer initiative; the world is more complicated. Figuring 
out where you are fitting in and keeping an edge of discomfort 
all the time in your mind and in your heart and in your reading 
and in all your interactions is, to me, an essential part of being 
in this world now. We have no excuse not to recognize that we 
are unutterably privileged, and whatever flick of fate meant that 
you were born here and not in many parts of the world that I am 
speaking about does not give you any reason to think that they 
matter less than you do. Do things that make what I just said 
seem real to you: travel, dream, read, go to movies that are in¬ 
creasingly good about bringing these people home to you. And 
do not forget that all the sacrifice that your family has put behind 
you and all the work that you have done to be here—I respect it 
deeply, as I know how hard it is to be here and succeed here—is 
not going to amount to anything at the end of your time when 
your life is shut out if you cannot also say, “I did this for others 
as well.” 

There is a line in Yeats’s autobiography that struck me as just 
unbelievable. This is sort of a mixed message, because I believe 
that Yeats, through his writing, has affected generations of us on 
this planet. He said, “When I think of all the books I have read, 
and of the wise words I have heard spoken, and of the anxiety I 
have given to parents and grandparents, and of the hopes that 
I have had, all life weighed in the scales of my own life seems to 
me a preparation for something that never happens.” Part of that 
statement reflects that he was somewhat depressed. Part of it 
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is that he was being somewhat manipulative—he knew damned 
well that he had done a lot. But part of it was, to me, that this was 
a man who had an ambition always to be changing the world as 
well as doing his craft, and he was not sure he had gotten the 
balance right. I might have said to him, “Yeats, I think you got 
the balance right.” But that tension between who you are and 
who you are for others, I think, is an essential part of being alive 
today. 
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Harvey Cox is one of the most influential theologians of the twen¬ 
tieth century. In 200,5 Cox celebrated the fortieth anniversary of 
his book The Secular City, which has sold more than one million 
copies in more than fourteen languages. In this classic work, Cox 
argued that God is as much at work in secular life as in formal 
religion, especially when it comes to social justice. Cox has been 
teaching at Harvard Divinity School since 196,5 and is the au thor 
of ten books, including, most recently. When Jesus Came to Har¬ 
vard: Making Moral Choices Today. He has written extensively 
on urbanization, world Christianity, Jewish-Christian relations, 
and contemporary spiritual movements. In this interview, Cox 
discusses the market economy in terms of its religious function, 
the eth ics of ma rket valu es, and ho w much is enough. 

Question: How did you become interested in questions of religion 
and ethics? 

Harvey Cox: I grew up in a small town in southeastern Pennsylvania 
back in the 1930s. It was a very small town in which there was 
not a lot going on. But there were a lot of churches. There were 
fifteen hundred people, as I remember, and there were eleven 
churches. I got interested early on in different churches in our 
town, maybe because when I wanted to find something different 
to do in the evening, I would go to one of the activities—a din¬ 
ner, a party, a choir concert, a lecture, a revival, something hap¬ 
pening in one of the churches other than the one my parents 
belonged to. I quickly became interested in the question, Why 
do we have so many different churches? What are the differ¬ 
ences among them? What do they teach? How do you decide 
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which is the right one and which is the wrong one? Maybe they 
are all wrong; maybe they are all right in their own way. I don’t 
remember a time when I was not interested in these subjects. 
Religion seems to me to be one of the most interesting subjects 
you could conceive of. 

Now this was many years before Diana Eck’s exposure of the 
much richer heterogeneous religious culture that we now have 
in America, not only the different Christian denominations in 
the little town I grew up in but also all the various world religions 
represented down the street and around the block. But my start 
was there, and my interest has expanded outward. 

I still think that the study of religion is where the big ques¬ 
tions come up: human destiny, the meaning of human life, what 
it is all about, good and evil, how to overcome them, what is 
worth doing in life and what is not. Some of the answers given to 
those questions have been questionable from my point of view, 
others not, but this is the area—religious studies—in which you 
are allowed to ask and explore the big questions. 

Question: In “The Market as God,” you discuss the God-like market 
as omnipotent and omnipresent and a force that no religion or 
sum of religions is likely to overcome. Is there anything that we 
as individuals or as a society should be doing to check the force 
of the market in our lives? 

HC: Maybe I was a little pessimistic at the end of that article where 
I said that I did not see any religious movement or other kind 
of movement that could challenge the enormous power that 
the market—the market as God—seems to have acquired in 
our time and our society. Maybe there are movements that will 
challenge it. 

I recently read a book called Branded: The Buying and Sell- 
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mg of Teenagers. It is about the way in which marketers and ad¬ 
vertisers are increasingly targeting very young people—that is, 
children five or six years old—to make sure they get tied into 
one of the brand names early on so that they will be lifelong, you 
might say, addicts of that particular brand. One of the things 
they do is hire college graduates who have studied psychology to 
advise their businesses about what the anxieties, vulnerabilities, 
fears, and hopes of young children and adolescents are so that 
they can tie their product into that age group. If you are feeling 
lonely, just buy this product and you won’t feel quite as lonely. If 
you are feeling too fat, you can take this, and you will get skinny. 
If you are feeling skinny, you can take this, and you will put on 
some weight. 

The next step is to try to convince people who are now study¬ 
ing psychology not to go into this business of trapping young 
people into brand names, of using their talents for this nefarious 
purpose—being an acolyte to the God of the market—and 
hooking kids early on. Studies show the damage that these 
marketing campaigns do. Children lack a positive image of 
themselves, they get hooked into watching too many hours of 
television, they don’t exercise, and far too many become obese. 

Now there are also campaigns and programs to encourage 
young people, including teenagers, to just say no. In other words, 
do not make your choices on the basis of the kind of slick, com¬ 
mercial appeal of these products. Do not let them play to your 
fears, because it is really a false hope that this product is going to 
make you any less lonely. Just say no to it! If there is enough of a 
consumer movement against this kind of misuse of psychologi¬ 
cal research at our expense, the situation may change. 

So let me tweak the end of that article, if I could, and say that 
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maybe I was in a more-pessimistic-than-usual mood that day. I 
think there is still hope. 

Question: Karl Polanyi, whom you quote, says there will be a double 
movement whereby society will prevent the disembedding of 
the economy. Is Polanyi’s thesis correct, or can the market tri¬ 
umph over social relations, making us all commodities? 

HC: Briefly, Polanyi s argument is that there have always been and al¬ 
ways will be markets in every society, whether it is a little street 
vendor or a fair or a bazaar. However, in previous history, mar¬ 
kets have been guided and checked by a range of other institu¬ 
tions—families, states, religious institutions, and customs. The 
markets have not been allowed to have the dominant role in 
forming the meanings or values of the society. What has hap¬ 
pened in the past 150 years, he argues, is that the market has 
become the dominant institution of Western society and now 
increasingly all around the world. The market controls not just 
economic life. Let me underline that. The market affects not 
just economic life; it affects what we believe is important in life, 
what we are striving for, what we believe is wrong with us and the 
society, and what we are to do. In other words, the market is gen¬ 
erating the values and meanings by which hundreds of millions 
of people are living. 

I am arguing that this is the function, which, in many societies 
in the past, has been that of religion or that of God. The market 
is now God in that sense of the word. I think you are asking 
whether the battle is over. Is this a God who is never going to 
have any real contenders? I don’t think so. I sense a growing rest¬ 
lessness on the part of many people with what the market values. 
The market values production, efficiency, competition, but the 
market does not have any value that it assigns to gentleness, to 
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compassion, or to some of the things that we know from our own 
experience are not only important but vital to human life. I 
sense, especially among young people, a suspicion of the market 
—so much suspicion, for example, about television commercials 
that there is now a second wave of commercials trying to sell you 
things by using irony and self-caricature to build this suspicion 
into the commercial and disarm your criticism of it. 

Still, I do not think, in the long run, human nature being what 
it is, that this kind of cheapening and evisceration of human val¬ 
ues can last forever. I certainly hope not. We are in a stage now 
in which the market is utterly dominant. There is hardly any¬ 
thing challenging it, and it is even assigned a kind of messianic 
role: if only the market could be spread throughout all the world, 
then hunger would be gone; there would be democracy every¬ 
where; there would be all these good things; and the market is 
the key to it all. But notice that in Christianity, Judaism, and 
some other religions, the Messiah has not come yet—or at least 
has not come back yet in Christianity and has not come yet in 
Judaism—and you are advised to wait patiently for the benevo¬ 
lent outcome. Well, a lot of people have been waiting for quite a 
while in many parts of the world, and the situation is getting 
worse and not any better, so their confidence in this particular 
messianic figure of the worldwide market is being undermined. 
We are beginning to see and will see a larger backlash against it. 
I certainly hope so. 

Question: Could you elaborate on how you think the contest be¬ 
tween the market and religion will play itself out? Also, what are 
the possible outcomes even after the conceivable backlash 
against the market system? 

HC: I would not characterize it exactly as a contest between the mar- 
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ket and religion, so let me reconfigure that a little bit. I am not 
suggesting that the market is God only as a metaphor. I am ar¬ 
guing that it functions in many parts of the world as a faith. Phe¬ 
nomenologically, it does what religions have most frequently 
done. It provides the stories, metaphors, symbols, rituals, myths, 
values, and meanings that religions have provided. It is func¬ 
tioning as a religion; so this is really a contest among religions. 
This is a battle of the gods. 

Furthermore, I do not think that I should let religions get off 
so easy. Religions have also surrendered to some extent to the 
Market God. Just turn your television on late at night sometime 
and see the marketing of religion that goes on: selling God’s fa¬ 
vors, selling the favors of a particular spiritual tradition. I am 
afraid that churches, synagogues, and other religious move¬ 
ments can very easily be co-opted into a market vision of the 
world. So-called megachurches are springing up all over the 
United States—huge churches of five or six thousand people, 
many of them based on market surveys. You go into the commu¬ 
nity and talk to people, largely those who are not going to 
church, and you ask them what they like and do not like about 
church. You organize focus groups. Then you devise a sort of re¬ 
ligious product that is going to meet the widest market niche, 
and you roll it out, and that is the megachurch. 

We could also think about universities, which have begun 
to conceive of students as customers. There was a time in the 
university tradition, not so long ago, in which we were all col¬ 
leagues, here as a learning community, learning together, listen¬ 
ing to each other, and helping each other. More and more, the 
image that the university administrations are creating is this: we 
have a product that is education. We have a catalog, a sales force, 
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recruiters, great colored brochures, and we also have customers 
who come and pay for the product. But what this does is to di¬ 
minish, even evacuate, the human content of the relationship of 
teacher to student, of student to student, of an intellectual com¬ 
munity. It makes it something cheaper. I strongly dislike that 
invasion into the university of the marketing mentality. When I 
started teaching, our work as faculty members was not so much 
directed by people from the development office. Now, we are 
asked by them to meet with this possible benefactor or that pos¬ 
sible donor, and I try to be a good citizen and do what I can. 
Nonetheless, I feel that I have been enlisted, not only as a pro¬ 
fessor and teacher but as part of the sales force, in this case to get 
benefactors for the university. 

Back to your question. I do not want you to think that I am 
suggesting a battle between bad market and nice religion. I 
think we need a market; the market is an essential institution in 
any culture or society. What I am criticizing here is the escala¬ 
tion of the market to the predominant meaning- and value- 
creating institution of the whole society, the market as God. And 
I do not want religion to get off as easy as the phrases of your 
question implied. 

Question: You wrote that you did not think that this new religion of 
the market would inspire the international traditional religions 
to lead a new jihad or crusade. How have your opinions changed 
in light of September 11th and the response to it? 

HC: At the moment I wrote that I was hoping, frankly, for a tiny little 
crusade, for a modest jihad, against the market religion by the 
traditional religions. I will come clean on that. I was hoping for 
a somewhat more confrontational attitude toward market values 
and the Market God on the part of existing religious institutions, 
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where I find confrontation or critique sadly lacking. By and 
large, religious institutions are just going along with this jugger¬ 
naut and not raising questions about how it debases human life 
and human values. 

Now, once in a while, a little minicrusade breaks out. For 
example, not too many years ago, a market developed all around 
the world in human organs. If you happened to be a rich person 
from the Western world and you needed an organ, say a kidney 
transplant, it could be arranged. You could fly to India or Turkey 
or some other places and purchase a kidney for a modest price 
of several thousand dollars. The kidney would be taken from 
a poor person, usually a woman, who would be given a modest 
sum of money and told that she would be fine with just one kid¬ 
ney. And the market began to grow. At that point, some people 
began to say, “Wait a minute, is there anything in the world, any¬ 
thing at all, that should be excluded from the category of com¬ 
modity?” I remember a couple of years ago teaching a course 
with Professor Alan Dershowitz and the late Steven Jay Gould in 
which we talked about this very subject, the sale and purchase of 
human organs. To my considerable surprise, when we asked the 
students how many of them thought it was perfectly okay, almost 
half of them said yes. They argued that if people are poor and 
they want to make some money and they want to sell their kid¬ 
ney, let them sell it; they have a perfect right to do so. For me, 
this position completely overlooked the enormous asymmetry 
in power between the people buying the kidneys and those sell¬ 
ing them. 

This was one instance in which the various religious commu¬ 
nities of the world—Muslim, Christian, Jewish—said, “Here 
we have to say no.” The human body, created in the image of 
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God, is not to be put on sale; that is not something we buy and 
sell. There are some limits. Now, I think we ought to start draw¬ 
ing some other limits pretty soon. Who owns the sky? There was 
a movement a few years ago to put advertisements on satellites 
in the sky so that we would see them blinking, I suppose, for 
many, many years. That may mean transforming the sky into a 
commodity No one, then, could look up into the sky on a starry 
night without seeing an advertisement for such and such a prod¬ 
uct. Think about it. I would like to see us begin to compile a list 
of things that we would like to see excluded, if not by law then at 
least by moral consensus, from the things that are for sale in the 
world. Start with that. Religious communities of the world can 
help with that question. What is valuable? What has value in life 
beyond what you have in a purchase-and-sale agreement? 

Question: In addition to stating that people are treating the market 
as God, you also mention that the market, like other religions, is 
not subject to empirical proof. How would you respond to the 
criticism that people do not view the market as religion but as a 
scientifically proved theory? Could it be that, like evolution is 
a scientifically proved theory, people are just changing their 
minds about how the world really does work? 

HC: That is a perfectly legitimate question. There are, however, 
many people in the world who have deep reservations about 
whether the market theory of how one organizes economies is, 
in fact, proven as the best theory for everybody. The people who 
have those doubts tend to be those who have not benefited from 
the global spread of the market economy but, in fact, have expe¬ 
rienced in the last twenty or thirty years a widening gap between 
the concentration of wealth on the part of those who have and 
less and less on the part of those who don’t have. 
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It is interesting to me how those who profit from the market 
economy tend to believe it is something that is self-evident; 
those who do not profit from it are the ones who have questions 
about it. There is an interesting epistemological question. How 
does that happen? How do you have that discussion? Consider 
Brazil. Brazil is the fifth- or sixth-largest economy in the world, 
the largest country in Latin America, and a country that has 
been described by the International Monetary Fund and the 
World Bank as their laboratory for how successful a market sys¬ 
tem would be. But now nearly everyone agrees that in Brazil this 
strategy has been a miserable and complete failure. Brazil has 
the widest disparity between rich and poor of any country in 
Latin America, and the third-largest of anywhere in the world. 
So now Brazil is trying a different strategy. For some people, that 
suggests that the proof is not quite in yet that the market econ¬ 
omy is the solution to the whole business. At least, millions and 
millions of Brazilians feel that that is still an open question; they 
want to try something else rather than the market road to pros¬ 
perity, success, and fulfillment. 

Let me underline that I do not want to be understood as say¬ 
ing that there should not be markets in the world. I am talking 
about the overemphasis, the overexpectation, the overselling of 
the idea of the market economy as the elixir that will cure ev¬ 
erything, as the God we can count on. The other reason I struck 
on the idea of God is that I remember being told when I was a 
kid that you may not see what God is doing now—it may look 
bad or wrong—but if you wait long enough, farther along, you 
will understand. You trust the providential hand, as it were, even 
though the evidence may go the other way; it requires an act of 
faith. It says in Hebrews n, “Faith is the substance of things 
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hoped for, and the evidence of things not seen [yet]We are of¬ 
ten asked to have that kind of confidence in the market. I think 
especially of the people who sell stocks. 

“Well, the stock market is down this week, but it will go up 
again. Believe me, it will go up again.” 

“Why should I believe you that it is going to go up again? 
Maybe it is going to keep on going down.” 

“Well, in the past, it has gone up and down.” 

“Inevitability is not a very good argument.” 

Here is what I am saying: the question you raised about the 
contending ways of dealing with hunger, famine, unemploy¬ 
ment, illness, and homelessness among enormous numbers of 
people around the world is certainly not solved yet. Regarding 
salvation through the religion of the Market God, I am a skeptic. 
If you are going to ask me if I am a believer, this is one God I just 
do not believe in. I am pretty close to being an atheist about the 
God of the market, but let’s say for the moment that I am a pretty 
strong agnostic. I think the burden of proof has to be on the 
other side that it is really the solution. 

Question: To what extent do we see the beginnings of a global civil 
religion, some set of symbols and rituals that would unite people 
across the globe, regardless of religious difference or nation¬ 
state difference? One might think of Gandhi, Nelson Mandela, 
or the Dalai Lama as the secular saints of such a possibly emerg¬ 
ing global civil religion. Could such a global civil religion be a 
counterweight to the religion of the market? 

HC: I think at least Gandhi and the Dalai Lama would be a little sur¬ 
prised to hear you characterize them as secular saints. Certainly 
not. What is important to me about these two enormously sig¬ 
nificant figures in our history is that they are, indeed, rooted in a 
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particular religious tradition. Gandhi lived and died a Hindu 
but always said that it was Jesus’s Sermon on the Mount that was 
the most important source of his life and his philosophy. As a 
Buddhist, of course, the Dalai Lama incarnates or embodies an¬ 
other whole view about what the good life is about. Being a 
Christian, I think we are at a moment in religious history in 
which we have an enormous amount to learn from traditions 
other than our own—in this case, the Hindu tradition and the 
Buddhist tradition—and we have the opportunity. 

I think especially of Buddhism, which is the tradition of the 
Dalai Lama. Some years ago, I spent some time in Japan study¬ 
ing Asian religious movements and, especially. Buddhism. I 
went to Kyoto, which is the great temple city south of Tokyo, and 
I noticed there, in front of one of the temples, a statue of the 
founder of one of the Buddhist movements. It struck me that he 
looked rather like Saint Francis. He was wearing a ragged robe 
with a rope around his waist. He wore sandals, and he carried 
a walking stick. So I asked my companion, who spoke Japanese, 
to read the inscription on the base of the statue, which said, “If 
there is one thing that I have learned in life, it is how much is 
enough.” I thought, “That was worth the whole trip to Japan.” If 
you can learn during your lifetime how much is enough, you 
have really learned something very important, something that 
the Market God is never going to teach you. The gospel of the 
Market God is that you never have enough. You need more. The 
whole logic of the religion of the market is based on accumula¬ 
tion, growth, and expansion. But there is a wisdom in some of the 
other traditions—that of Saint Francis or Buddhist teachers or 
Hindu saints—that we desperately need as a kind of counterac¬ 
tion to the ethic of the Market God. 
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Peter Singer’s work in bioethics is debated around the world, 
and The New Yorker has called him “the most influential living 
philosopher.” Born in Australia, he is best known for his booh 
Animal Liberation, which helped to spark the modern animal- 
rights movement. He was a cofounder of the International 
Association of Bioethics and foun ding coeditor of the jou rn al 
Bioethics. Currently, he serves as professor of bioethics at 
Princeton University and laureate professor at the University of 
Melbourne. In his book One World: The Ethics of Globalization, 
Singer argues for the necessity of global rather than n ation al 
ethical systems. Here, he discusses his notion of a global ethic in 
light of the war in Iraq, focusing on the United Nations and the 
International Criminal Court, He also tells us that “we bear re¬ 
sponsibility for the inequalities of the world wh ile we enjoy our 
luxuries”—and what to do about that. 

Question: You have discussed a world with one atmosphere, one 
economy, one law, and one community. Is it possible to bring all 
of these “ones” into one state, say, the United States of Earth? 
A state with no trade barriers, where the environment is every¬ 
one’s concern, where all people share the same human rights 
and democratic representation? Is this something we should 
work towards? And if so, how? 

Peter Singer: Really you are asking whether a kind of world feder¬ 
alism is a desirable and feasible goal, as something we should 
work towards. I would say it is a desirable goal, but we ought 
not to be seduced by the goal into thinking that we can bring that 
about in any short-term future. That would be a delusion and 
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would probably mean forgoing more concrete, more specific 
things we can do to make the world better, which will not di¬ 
rectly bring about that goal but might be stepping stones to¬ 
wards it. In other words, the idea of a United States of the Earth 
is really, at this stage, somewhat utopian. But it is a goal toward 
which we can take first steps, like trying to strengthen existing 
international organizations. 

In One World, I talk about trying to strengthen the United 
Nations and what kind of reforms of the United Nations we 
might want to see. I have to say that some of those reforms seem 
further away now than they were when I wrote One World. I had 
not expected that a member of the United Nations would act in 
flagrant defiance of what a majority of the Security Council ap¬ 
pears to think, as the United States is about to do in going to war 
in Iraq. That makes it in one way more difficult in the short¬ 
term. But perhaps in the medium-term, there will be a wider 
discussion of how to change the UN and how to make it more ef¬ 
fective. That is one thing that we do need. 

Other changes needed include having global environmental 
policies. Obviously, the Kyoto Protocol is a step towards that. We 
ought to be working to get the United States to conform to either 
Kyoto or to some revised agreement that will be no less effective 
—and hopefully more effective—in reducing global warming. 
As far as the WTO is concerned, I have also suggested ways of al¬ 
lowing environmental and social concerns to play a role. 

So, I think we can work for these specific changes. And we 
should, in the immediate future, be focused on the specific 
changes rather than the larger and more distant goal. What is im¬ 
portant is that the specific changes are in no sense inconsistent 
with that larger goal. 
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Question: Aristotle wrote that any type of world government would 
be tyrannous because even if the leader knew what was right, 
there would be others in the world who, knowing their own cul¬ 
tural values, even if they were wrong, would be convinced that 
they were right. Thus to enforce whatever is right, the leader 
of the world would be necessarily tyrannous. How would you re¬ 
spond to that? Is a world government, a just world government, 
really possible? 

PS: I think that the response to that question has to draw a distinc¬ 
tion between procedures and content of the decisions that come 
out of those procedures. The argument that you just suggested 
against a world government is equally an argument against a 
national government in any country where there is diversity of 
cultures and views, as there is in this country. You never expect 
unanimous consent in the population of the United States for 
any decision that Congress or the president makes. You never ex¬ 
pect unanimous agreement with the substance of what is being 
decided, whatever that issue is, whether going to war with Iraq 
or using embryos for stem cell research. But you expect respect 
for the democratic decision procedure. If you think that the pro¬ 
cedure that led to the election of the body that reaches these 
conclusions was carried out fairly, you can say you will respect 
that law and obey it, even though you disagree with it, because 
you want to show your support for the democratic decision pro¬ 
cedure. I don’t see why that can’t happen in a world in which 
we have instant global communication. I don’t see why that can’t 
happen on a global scale just as well as it can happen on a na¬ 
tional scale. 

Question: In One World, you wrote about the necessity of global 
ethics and justice and mentioned the creation of the Interna- 
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tional Criminal Court. Despite the opposition of the Bush ad¬ 
ministration, this court finally opened officially in March 2003. 
How active a role do you anticipate the court to play in interna¬ 
tional justice, and how effective will it be given that it does not 
have the support of the U.S. government? 

PS: The International Criminal Court exists to try to produce a 
global law against genocide and crimes against humanity. I be¬ 
lieve that it can function effectively without the United States. 
Clearly, it would function more effectively with the United 
States. But a substantial number of countries have signed on— 
the last count that I saw was eighty-three—and therefore have 
agreed, essentially, to submit their nationals to the International 
Criminal Court if they are charged with crimes against human¬ 
ity or crimes of genocide. 

What we are going to get is a court that has cases to try and 
that does try them and that will gradually build up a body of ex¬ 
perience and jurisprudence in dealing with such cases. I hope 
that eventually it convinces a future administration of the 
United States that it is dealing with these cases in a proper man¬ 
ner, that is not a kind of a political kangaroo court out to get any 
particular country but a serious judicial body that is trying to 
make sure there are global standards for some of the most seri¬ 
ous crimes that can be committed, and that there is no place to 
hide from those kinds of crimes. 

Question: In the arguments for basic universal values, a number of 
people have spoken on the wonderful and essential richness that 
comes from interfaith dialogue. You seem to have a number of 
doubts about the likelihood of global agreement on ethical ques¬ 
tions or what you call factual questions, such as the existence of 
God. Why do you believe this? By agreeing on factual questions, 
do you mean choosing atheism? 
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PS: First, I think there are some common elements of many ethical 
systems. Those ethical systems that have been most fully devel¬ 
oped are in civilizations that have a long written tradition of dis¬ 
cussing ethical questions. The common elements seem to me to 
be things like saying, “To act ethically, you must put yourself in 
the position of your neighbor.” Or indeed, not just your neigh¬ 
bor, which perhaps is something that comes from a smaller-scale 
society than we have now, but all the people around the world 
who might be affected by your actions. I think you can find that 
idea as basic in Christianity, Judaism, Islam, Confucianism, and 
Hinduism, as well as secularist and humanist traditions. You can 
find some agreement in a kind of universal ethics. But this is at 
a very broad and abstract level, not the level of particular princi¬ 
ples, which say, for example, you should not clone human beings, 
you should not destroy embryos, brain death is to be regarded 
as death, or when exactly a war is just. Those are more specific 
things that we find it hard to get agreement on. I am not at all dis¬ 
paraging efforts to reach greater consensus. 

But let’s move to the second part of your question—whether 
people take their ethical view from a particular belief in God or 
in the divine status of a particular body of scripture. There is the 
idea that a particular body of scripture was divinely inspired or 
reflects the word of God. Then we have different bodies of scrip¬ 
ture that tell us different things, quite apart from the fact that 
they can be interpreted in different ways even if we are working 
with the same body of scripture, which makes it much harder to 
get anywhere. You can see that by the fact that Christians, just to 
take one example, are obviously deeply divided on a whole range 
of issues. President Bush says that he is a Christian. Clearly, his 
view on the legitimacy of the war in Iraq is very different from 
many Christians, including the pope and many Protestant Chris- 
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tian leaders, too. You do not even get agreement within the one 
group. 

In terms of the factual question about the belief in God, I was 
reflecting on historical experience that it seems extremely diffi¬ 
cult to get agreement between people on their views of whether 
there is a divinity or not. If someone takes an ethical stance that 
is committed to a particular belief in God, or to a belief in a par¬ 
ticular set of scriptures, then you cannot really expect to get 
agreement with other people with very different views. Does 
that mean that atheism is what you ought to be starting from? 
Well, I think it means that if you are really trying to reach agree¬ 
ment or present ethical views in ways that can reach everyone— 
reach us by virtue of the fact that we share a common ability to 
reason and understand—you are going to have to put in paren¬ 
theses your views about God and a particular scripture. It does 
not mean you should drop them, but it means that you should re¬ 
alize that they are particular to you and they are not a sound ba¬ 
sis for reaching agreement with other people who have different 
views about whether there is or is not a God and whether a par¬ 
ticular body of scripture is or is not divinely inspired. 

Question: As a utilitarian philosopher, you believe that human be¬ 
ings are morally obligated, or at least morally impelled, to give 
up that portion of their income not necessary for a comfortable 
existence to charitable causes for the betterment of the world s 
population. It cannot be ignored that having a child is very ex¬ 
pensive. Is it immoral, therefore, to have three children when 
you could only have two and therefore save lives in the Third 
World? Can you put a number on the number of children one 
couple can morally have? 

PS: I think that, indeed, having children or engaging in other serious 
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commitments are morally significant questions because we need 
to think about the fact that what we spend is money that we can¬ 
not use to help people in the Third World or to help causes that 
we think will improve the world. Is having children specifically, 
therefore, wrong? There is one factor that does worry me in the 
long run about the idea that we should urge people not to have 
children in order to use the money to help good causes. From the 
evolutionary point of view, if you suggest to people not to have 
children in order to put their efforts into good causes generally, 
and if that message is not universally followed—as of course it 
won’t be—it will be followed by those who are more responsive 
to ethical messages. If there is something genetic that makes 
people open to altruistic behavior or to messages about ethics 
(and this is only a hypothesis), then there is a real danger that you 
will eliminate it from the population, in which case the world 
will be even a worse mess than it is today. So that is why that 
would not be my first recommendation as to the expenditures 
that you ought to forgo in order to be able to do more for the 
Third World. 

Question: How do you handle your salary as a teacher, and what 
thoughts do you have for college graduates who may, through 
work in law firms or investment banks, or sometimes through in¬ 
heritance, be dealing with thousands or hundreds of thousands 
of dollars? 

PS: As many of you will know, I have suggested that essentially any¬ 
thing we spend on ourselves for purposes of luxury is money that 
we are not spending to help people who lack the most minimal 
health care, who are not able to send their children to a couple 
of years of primary school, who are not really even able to see 
that their families get enough to eat. We bear responsibility for 
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the inequalities of the world while we enjoy our luxuries. Many 
people say, “Well, what do you do about that?” 

I am happy to be open about that. I do not do everything that 
I should be doing. I think my life still has too much indulgence 
in it. But I do give about 20 percent of what I earn to organiza¬ 
tions like Oxfam America and other organizations that I think 
are making a difference to reducing the suffering of the world’s 
poorest people. I do not see that as a static figure. I have gradu¬ 
ally increased the amount that I have given over the years, and 
I will continue to do so. It is partly the standards that are around 
you that make you not want to give up too much of what you see 
everyone else is enjoying around you. So the environment you 
are in makes a difference. 

I think you can all start working on that. You will find, as I did, 
that giving quite significant sums of money is actually not some¬ 
thing that detracts from your own lifestyle in a way that is terri¬ 
bly harmful or a real sacrifice in the personal sense. It actually 
creates a level of satisfaction and fulfillment in the idea that you 
are living your life in a conscious, purposeful way that is con¬ 
tributing to making the world a better place. That many times 
makes up for whatever it might be that you are giving up. 

Now people do talk to me about their careers. Should I go and 
work for an NGO that will pay me $30,000 a year, or should I 
go down to Wall Street and work in investment banking, where 
I will get three times as much—and in a few years will get a lot 
more still? I think there are reasonable things to be said on both 
sides, if you are really committed. The person thinking about go¬ 
ing into investment banking may say, “Look, once I am earning 
$100,000, it will be a lot easier for me to give $10,000 or $20,000 
or $30,000 away than if I am only earning $30,000. Obviously, I 
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would need most of that to survive.” On the other hand, if you 
work for the NGO, your talents and abilities are going to that or¬ 
ganization directly. 

Although I see the case for the other side, I tend to favor the 
NGO career. I tend to favor it because I worry about people 
whose values may change because of the environment in which 
they live. Now you are surrounded at school with a lot of people 
who think like you—perhaps many of whom might be part of 
this course. You cannot really see that there is great significance 
in whether you get to drive a BMW or whether you get to have 
your own yacht or your own house in the Hamptons or wherever 
else it might be. But who knows, give yourself five years in in¬ 
vestment banking, and where are your values going to be after 
that, given the people with whom you are likely to be working? 
Some of you may be able to maintain them, but it will take a 
strong character to do so. If you are really convinced that you can 
stay committed, it would be great to have people with strong 
senses of values in those fields. 
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Closing the Gap 
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Paul Farmer is a globe-hopping medical doctor whose life’s mis¬ 
sion is to share the advances of modern medicine with those who 
need it most. While in medical school, he helped establish the 
community-based health organization the Clin ique Bon Sauveur 
in Cange, Haiti, the poorest country in the Western Hemisphere. 
He is also one of the founders of Partners In Health, which works 
with local commu n ities in the less developed parts of the world 
to deliver comprehensive health care and fight for social justice. 
The subject of the best-selling book Mountains Beyond Moun¬ 
tains by Tracy Kidder, Farmer divides his time between Haiti 
and Harvard, where he is a professor of medical anthropology 
and an attending physician at Brigham and Women’s Hospital. 
In this conversation. Farmer, a noted writer, speaker, and ac¬ 
tivist, discusses the in equ alities of the world and the obligation 
to combat the dual epidemics of poverty and disease. 

Question: Upon hearing about the poor and the Third World, many 
people would like to help but do not. What specifically moved 
you to go to Haiti, immerse yourself, and help them? 

Paul Farmer: That is a good way to start. I was born in Massachu¬ 
setts, but I grew up mostly in Florida. I was your typical high 
school student, and although I was around migrant farm workers 
a little bit, it wasn’t in any sensible or meaningful way. Nowadays 
I meet high school students who tell me, “I am already involved 
in a clinic for migrant farm workers, or writing letters to this or¬ 
ganization, or working as a volunteer for that organization,” and 
I think, “Oh, my God, I did not do anything useful like that when 
I was in high school.” 
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But after I got to college, I was deeply interested and deeply 
involved. As a college senior, I got involved in migrant farm 
worker issues through a group called the Friends of United Farm 
Workers. I got interested in Haiti well before I ever got there, 
and it was because of Haitian migrant farm workers living here 
in this country. Some of them were living in such bad conditions 
that I was forced to ask, “Why would they leave their home coun¬ 
try to be treated so badly here?” (Just to give you an idea of how 
bad is bad, when I was a college student, there were actually slav¬ 
ery charges brought against growers in the United States who 
were mistreating their migrant farm workers.) I wanted to be 
able to respond to a challenge a migrant farm worker had posed 
to me, “If you want to know why I left Haiti, you should go there 
and find out for yourself.” So, between college and medical 
school, I went to Haiti. 

I also thought I wanted to be a doctor. People say, so-and-so in 
my family is a doctor or so-and-so in my family was sick, neither 
of which happened in my case. I don’t know why I wanted to 
be a doctor, but I did. I thought that I would learn Spanish and 
Haitian and practice in an American city, maybe Brooklyn. This 
is what I was trying to figure out during my first year of medical 
school. But what I saw in central Haiti was so compelling that 
I never left. In fact, the hospital of which I am medical director, 
along with one of my Haitian colleagues, is in the same squatter 
settlement that I first visited during the summer of 1983.1 have 
been living between Harvard and Haiti ever since. 

So, an answer to your question is involvement with migrant 
farm workers; understanding the connection between my coun¬ 
try of origin and Haiti and then, later, other countries; and un¬ 
derstanding that these are stories of proximity and not distance. 
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We are connected to Haiti in important ways, as well as to other 
places where there is violence and poverty and suffering. Prox¬ 
imity and understanding how the forces of poverty and injustice 
affect people’s lives are things I wish you could get from reading 
books or seeing films. Sometimes you can if people are really 
good at conveying complexity in writing or on film. For me, en¬ 
gagement with the issues themselves made a big difference. 

Question: In your fight against the almost overwhelming crisis of 
HIV/AIDS and the global inequities in health care, do you ever 
reach a point when you decide you have done a good job or done 
enough, even if you haven’t reached your utopian destination? 
If you never do reach that point when you feel you have made 
enough progress, how do you keep momentum and energy and 
idealism alive? 

PF: You said “almost overwhelming”; I would just go ahead and say 
“overwhelming.” Who said I am not overwhelmed? I find it 
completely overwhelming. People constantly ask us, “How are 
you keeping the work going in Haiti?” especially now, just a few 
days after the overthrow of democratically elected president 
Jean-Bertrand Aristide. Our work has not stopped, and it will 
not stop, because we work with Haitians living in their home 
villages as well as with Haitian health professionals. The work 
cannot stop. In other words, I am working with a community of 
people and not solo, by any stretch of the imagination. When one 
of us feels overwhelmed, there are others on the team who might 
not feel overwhelmed. My colleagues and I remind each other, 
“If they, the people we are serving and who are living with these 
awful conditions”—and I am not talking only about diseases but 
also about having to worry about feeding your kids or getting 
clean water—“if they do not despair, then how can we arrogate 
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despair for ourselves?” How can we say we are going to allow 
ourselves to be despairing or hopeless? This just may be an ef¬ 
fective strategy for keeping sane: be connected to others who are 
not overwhelmed at the same time that you are, and realize that 
the people you serve are not allowing themselves to feel over¬ 
whelmed and despairing. Those are two important parts of the 
answer to your question. 

A third antidote to despair, for me, would be the things I like 
about being a clinician, whether as a doctor, nurse, social worker, 
or another person providing direct services. In our work, even 
when you are losing the battle on the grand scale, you can still 
have small victories with individual patients or their families. In 
my line of work, which is infectious diseases, most people do get 
better. For a person in rural Haiti living in horrible poverty and 
with AIDS—if you treat her correctly by getting her on the 
medications she needs and providing her with the necessary so¬ 
cial support—she will actually get better, even though the con¬ 
ditions around her might not improve anytime soon. We all want 
big victories that we can point to as adding up to something, as 
changing the world. Everybody wants that. But even when you 
cannot convince yourself that your work is meaningful on that 
scale, there are still small victories. 

Now, that might sound a little bit craven, as though I am say¬ 
ing, “Well, if the definition of success is too daunting, just ratchet 
down the definition of success.” I am not saying that; I am saying 
it is important to be mindful of the need for large victories and 
to not feel overwhelmed, but it is also important to be mindful 
of the fact that the small victories are important, too. Sometimes 
they are all you are going to get. 

Question: In your interview with Caleb Hellerman, you stated that 
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the average cost of HIV treatment in the U.S. would be in the 
range of $10,000 per patient annually compared to the $1,500 
annually for those treated by your organization in Haiti. How 
have you been able to work with drug companies? Have you suc¬ 
ceeded in obtaining price cuts despite the fact that it hurts their 
high profitability and their bottom line? 

PF: I have some updates for you from the time that interview was 
conducted, and most of the news is good. First, however, I 
should point out that the $10,000 I cited, the lowball U.S. esti¬ 
mate, is probably the cost of the medications alone. I do not 
think that estimate includes lab work, physician and nurse costs, 
and certainly not hospitalization. As for the second figure, it 
now costs around $150 per patient per year for a good three- 
drug combination—reduced dramatically from $1,440, which 
was a concession price from the research-based pharmaceutical 
industry. 

To answer the first part of your question. How have we done 
it? We did it through coalition building. We did it by working 
with the World Health Organization (WHO), Doctors Without 
Borders, and a group called the International Dispensary Asso¬ 
ciation; there are also other players now on the scene, such as the 
Clinton Foundation. One person whose work you should follow 
is Jim Kim, who was the director of Partners In Health for some 
time, and who is now at the WHO. He has been very involved in 
negotiating and building up systems for drug procurement that 
have helped drop the price of drugs for tuberculosis and HIV 
and will continue to do so. 

The second part of the question is the really hard part. The 
research-based pharmaceutical companies can reasonably ar¬ 
gue, I suppose, that they have to be profitable, or their stock- 
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holders will not be satisfied. I am not an investor, but I can un¬ 
derstand their point of view. However, I would say in honesty 
that the profitability of the drug companies is not my concern. 
My concern is for the welfare of my patients. I am not saying that 
to irritate. I think there is a mutual respect between doctors and 
people involved in the research-based pharmaceutical industry, 
so it does not seem unreasonable for someone who is a physician 
to not concern him- or herself with the profitability of pharma¬ 
ceuticals but rather with the welfare of the patients at hand. 

That said, let me review my response. One, we have contin¬ 
ued to drop the price of antiretroviral therapy, to around $150 
per patient per year. Two, coalition building is how we did it. 
Three, the profitability issue is not my primary concern. The 
question of funding is a real dilemma, and I do not know the an¬ 
swer. We have to find a way to finance drug development for the 
diseases of the poor. There must be a way, perhaps through a mix 
of public and private resources. After all, the everyday cash flows 
of the international financial markets are unthinkably huge. 
There are also enormous cash flows in the public sector and in 
the international financial institutions such as the World Bank 
and the International Monetary Fund. Those are not private 
cash flows; those organizations are publicly funded by member 
states and, ultimately, by citizens. 

Furthermore, I think most of you know already that the 
research-based pharmaceutical industry is the most profitable 
of all international commerce, year in and year out. It has the 
highest return on investments, and it spends more on advertis¬ 
ing than it does on research and development. Where do I get 
this information? From left-wing conspiracy magazines like For¬ 
tune. You get this information right from their own literature! 
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Those facts are important to have in the debate. But we also have 
to acknowledge that research-based pharmaceutical companies 
are under great pressure to produce high returns for their in¬ 
vestors. We are not going to alter this structure of the modern 
corporation in time to develop new meds for diseases that afflict 
the poor. We have to create novel funding strategies. 

Question: It seems that you have chosen to balance your life more in 
favor of the good works you do than your family or other things 
that might bring you more personal happiness. Do you ever re¬ 
gret the little time that your chosen path leaves for friends and 
family? 

PF: Most of my friends and family are all involved in the same work 
I do. If I told you what my daughter said to me yesterday about 
the current situation in Haiti, you would never believe it. She 
said that she wanted to go to a demonstration. Now, if she says 
something like this to people who are not deeply involved in this 
line of work, they are going to think we are brainwashing the kid 
—she is only six. But she did say it. I did not tell her to say it. It 
is true; you cannot make this stuff up. It is really a different issue 
for me; the natural affiliation of my own friends and family and 
associates is really around the work we all do. 

Everybody needs escape to life’s simple pleasures—laughter 
and forgetting and so on. But sometimes laughter and forgetting 
come at a pretty high price psychically because the world is so 
riven by the problems that you are considering in this class. The 
striking thing about the world, to me, is its inequalities. Fifty 
years after the development of effective treatment, tuberculosis 
was still the leading infectious killer of adults in the world until 
it was surpassed by HIV disease. That is crazy. People die of dis¬ 
eases for which there are vaccines that cost twelve cents. 
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The question of making meaning in difficult times—every¬ 
body grapples with that. I am certainly not satisfied or self- 
satisfied. I keep asking myself, “Am I doing enough? Are we 
doing enough?” But rarely do I ask, “Is this meaningful at all?” 
For me, what I do is the most compelling thing I could be doing. 

Question: You had said that as members of the community, we must 
recognize that we can and should summon our collective re¬ 
sources to save the countless lives that were previously alleged 
to be beyond our help. How can the average citizen go about 
summoning the resources to further your cause? 

PF: First of all, I think we should regard the condition of our lives, 
of modernity in the twenty-first century, as different. Consider 
medicine: no one, certainly no one in infectious disease, would 
confuse the early twenty-first century with the mid-twentieth 
century. No one would deny that only sixty years ago the practice 
of modern medicine was completely different from and far infe¬ 
rior, in most ways, to what it is now. 

A few days ago, I was talking to a professor at Columbia about 
Haiti and what is going on there now. He said, “It ought to be 
harder to do this in 2004 than in 1965 or 1953.” I think I knew 
what he was talking about; historical events in Africa and Guate¬ 
mala would be my guess as to what he was referring to. He spoke 
of political violence, and that the conditions of modernity ought 
to make things different not only in medicine but in terms of un¬ 
necessary suffering in general. 

That is the first step: to acknowledge that the twenty-first cen¬ 
tury is a whole new ball game. People argue about globalization, 
about when it started. Did it start in 1492 or really in 1980? But 
modernity is different. We have the tools. Look at the informa¬ 
tion revolution or the revolution in medicine in terms of diag- 
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nostics and therapeutics. I go between a really fantastic hospital, 
the Brigham and Women’s Hospital here in Boston, and rural 
Haiti. If you are on that Harvard-Haiti axis, you cannot help but 
think, “My God, what we could do with the fruits of science and 
modernity in a place like rural Haiti.’’ 

We have tried to do just that: move resources down the slope 
of inequality. Some lessons come from Haiti to us, but the tools 
and the fruits of modernity are largely controlled by us, people 
living in affluence. When I invoke the affluent, I do not just mean 
people in our country or Europe or Australia or Japan or an 
affluent Haitian living in Miami. I mean wealthy people every¬ 
where in the world. By “wealthy,” I do not mean Bill Gates-style 
wealthy; I mean all of us with access to resources like education, 
computers, modern medicine. 

Those are my two points. One: modernity is different. Two: 
the fruits of modernity are unevenly shared. That leads me to 
answer the question in a very specific way. We should acknowl¬ 
edge our privilege and acknowledge the fact that the fruits of 
modernity are not shared equitably, and then ask strategic ques¬ 
tions. How can we share them? How can students share them? 
The list is pretty much infinite. You can work on drug develop¬ 
ment, or raise money for Africans living with HIV, or coordinate 
policy forums or film screenings relevant to the questions that 
you ask. You could make a contribution to the remediation of 
inequalities and unnecessary human suffering in any one of a 
dozen, two dozen, or three dozen ways. 

For me, as a teacher of medical students, as a doctor, and as an 
anthropologist, I think that it is probably not a good idea for me 
to be prescriptive and say, “You should do it this way rather than 
that way.” In my experience, one of the things that people need 
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to do is to figure out what appeals to them personally. If you are 
going to devote time to good works when you already have 
plenty of other things to do, then you have to like what you are 
doing. It has to be appealing to you because of another condition 
of modernity: the impression that there is not enough time. I feel 
that terribly, the time pinch. When I get involved in things that 
I consider to be compelling causes, it has to be something that I 
do not dislike doing, and I hope that is not too Arcadian. For ex¬ 
ample, I could not be a full-time policy maker working in a think 
tank. I just would not be good at it. I have to be around patients. 
But other people love that sort of thing and are good at it, and we 
need those people. Maybe the last thing that you expected me 
to say is, “It depends on your personality,” but I really would link 
that to the first point, that modernity is different. The hard part 
is figuring out what you like to do and how you can remain en¬ 
gaged over time. 

When I meet with medical students and encourage them to 
be involved in student activism, which I do all the time, in the 
back of my mind I am thinking that these people are soon going 
to be interns, and then they are going to be working eighty hours 
a week. Now, how are you going to tack on something else when 
you are already working eighty hours a week? You have to love 
it. I hope that does not sound like a touchy-feely Oprah-style 
answer, with all due respect to Oprah, because I mean it in a very 
practical way. Find out what you like to do and then do it. The 
condition of modernity is all about inequality and connection, 
and those things anybody can discover. But the real trick, I think, 
is finding your own best way to contribute. 
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Amy Goodman believes that it is the role of reporters “to go to 
where the silence is and say something.” Passionate, thorough, 
and uncompromising, Goodman has done just that. The host and 
executive producer o/Democracy Now! —the largest U. S. public 
media collaboration and the only national radio and TV news 
show completely free of corporate underwriting —Goodman 
presen ts a range of voices often unheard in mainstream media. 
She has won numerous awards for her radio documentaries 
“Drilling and Killing: Chevron and Nigeria’s Oil Dictatorship” 
an d “Massacre: The Story of East Timor,” in clu ding the Robert 
F. Kennedy Prize for International Reporting and the Alfred I. 
DuPont—Columbia Award. Her recent book, The Exception to 
the Rulers, coauthored with her brother David, examines how 
media monopolies and other corporate influences are under- 
mining democracy. In this interview, Goodman recounts her 
personal stories from the field —from interviewing President 
Clinton to marching alongside Timorese as they protested years 
of In donesian occupation an d genocide. 

Question: Many students are eager to make a difference in the world 
by doing some kind of work that serves others. However, while 
there are lots of jobs in banking and consulting, there seem to be 
few jobs in sectors where serving others is possible. When you 
graduated from college, did you feel like it was risky to go to New 
York and volunteer for a radio station when your classmates were 
joining investment banks? What did your life look like? 

Amy Goodman : First of all, I had taken five years off during college. 
I had left Harvard because I was so busy protesting outside that 
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I felt I was not exactly taking advantage of the courses. At that 
time, my activism was focused on the anti-apartheid movement 
and Harvard’s huge investment in apartheid South Africa. But I 
did come back to Harvard with a keen interest in nutrition and 
the politics of food and nutrition. I pursued a degree in anthro¬ 
pology and did my thesis on a contraceptive drug called Depo- 
Provera, which is injected into a woman every three months. 
At the time, Depo-Provera was not approved by the FDA, 
and many people all over the world did not understand that 
it caused cancer in beagles and monkeys. In this country, I 
learned that ten thousand black women in Atlanta, Georgia, 
had been injected with the shot not knowing that it was not 
approved by the government. I could not afford to go overseas 
for my thesis to investigate how it was being injected into 
women in Thailand and other places, so I went down to Atlanta, 
Georgia. 

When I finished the thesis, I had to defend it. In doing all this 
research, I thought, “What a difference it makes for women to 
understand the effect of drugs and particularly how they affect 
women.” During my defense, I sat before the panel of professors 
in anthropology. One of them looked at it as he smoked his pipe. 
He asked, “Miss Goodman, do you understand what anthropol¬ 
ogy is? Because this is not an anthropology thesis.” 

I said, “Why is that?” 

He responded, smoking on his pipe, “Because anthropology, 
Miss Goodman, is looking at someone else’s culture, being an 
outsider looking in. You seem to have missed somewhere in your 
education the basic principles of anthropology.” 

So I said, “Well, using that definition, I am looking here at 
white, male, corporate science in the United States. It is not a 
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culture I am part of, so I think it really does fit the definition of 
anthropology.” 

Puffing on his pipe, he said, “Carry on.” 

Finishing and defending the thesis, I thought this was not 
going to particularly help this professor. I did not expect that he 
would be injected with Depo-Provera. But it would matter to a 
lot of people. We take for granted the level of research that peo¬ 
ple do in college classes that could help so many people. I fin¬ 
ished school and went back home to New York to turn the thesis 
into a series of articles with a classmate named Krystyna von 
Plenneberg. The articles came out in an issue of the Multina¬ 
tional Mon itor called “The Case against Depo-Provera.” (By the 
way, Depo-Provera has since been approved by the FDA and is 
being used by women, maybe even some of you, here in this 
country.) 

One day while working on the articles at home at my parents’ 
house, I turned on the radio, and I heard this amazing radio sta¬ 
tion, WBAI. I did not grow up with it, even though I grew up in 
New York. I thought, “What is this I am listening to?” It was so 
authentic, so real. I could hear all of the accents of New York 
City, none of which were trying to sell you anything. All of the 
glory and horror of New York was right there. I was transfixed. I 
thought it was a wonder how you could get involved with some¬ 
thing like this. 

I saw that there was a class in radio documentary being of¬ 
fered at Hunter College, where I was taking a graduate class in 
biochemistry in light of my interest in biochemistry and nutri¬ 
tion. I thought, “That is the class; that is radio documentary like 
that radio station I listen to.” So I went over and joined the first 
class. It turned out that the teacher was a producer at WBAI, and 
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he was starting a program the next week called “Investiguy- 
tions.” (He had a speech impediment: he was from Australia.) 
He said I could apprentice with him. We walked over to WBAI 
that night, and I never left. 

I found at the beginning of my career what people, if they are 
lucky, find at the end of their career, and that is independence. I 
volunteered for a time working with him. Be persistent in all of 
your activities, whatever you do; if you want to volunteer, volun¬ 
teer hard, volunteer a lot of hours. If you get a low-paying job to 
do something at the beginning, just work a lot. Your hard work 
absolutely pays off. He got a grant to investigate the Hiroshima 
bombing forty years later, and he was able to pay me a little bit. 
Then I quickly joined the newsroom doing pieces and then went 
on staff. That investment at the beginning made an enormous 
difference. I did the news for ten years and then did the morn¬ 
ing show. 

In 1996 we started Democracy Now! which was the only daily 
election show in public broadcasting. Now it is nine years later, 
and this radio program that broadcast in a couple dozen radio 
stations a few years ago is now the largest public media collabo¬ 
ration in the country. We broadcast in over 350 Pacifica radio 
stations and affiliates, NPB stations, and public access TV sta¬ 
tions. (By the way, public access TV is a wonderful place to make 
your own media.) We are now broadcasting on PBS stations, and 
we broadcast on Dish Network, channel 9415, which is Free 
Speech TV, and on Link TV, which is on DISH Network channel 
9410 and DirecTV channel 375. We also video and audio stream 
on the Web at democracynow.org and across radio stations 
throughout Canada, Australia, and Europe. Two to three sta¬ 
tions are picking us up a week. The whole idea is doing unem- 
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bedded, independent, international, grassroots news reporting. 
That is where I got my start. 

Question: When describing your interview with former president 
Bill Clinton, Michael Powell of the Washington Post said that 
you are the reporter who sinks her teeth in and never lets go and 
that your questions prompted Clinton to scold, “You have asked 
questions in a hostile, combative, and even disrespectful tone.” 
Is it necessary or worthwhile to ask the difficult questions in a 
tone like Clinton describes? Are the difficult questions more or 
less effective when they are asked this way? 

AG: First of all, I think it is important to point out that that is how 
Clinton characterized it, because those in power interpret any 
kind of questioning in that way. We describe in detail what hap¬ 
pened that day in The Exception to the Rulers. 

It was Election Day 2000. Remember that day that we 
thought would end with learning the results of who would be 
president of the United States but we found out five weeks later 
who would be, no, not elected but selected? That morning, we 
were about to go on the air. It was about two minutes to nine. No 
one calls us at that time unless there is a breaking story because 
we have so much to do. We get a call: “Hi, this is White House 
Communications.” 

I thought they said “White Horse Communications,” which 
is a tavern in New York where Dylan Thomas died by drinking 
himself to death. I could not understand why they would be call¬ 
ing, so I said, “What do you want?” 

They said, “The president would like to talk to you.” 

I thought, “The president of the White Horse Tavern? And 
lie’s awake at nine o’clock in the morning?” 

So I said, “The president of what?” 



248 


Distance and Proximity 


“The president of the United States.” 

“Oh.” Now it is one minute to nine, and they are screaming 
for me to get into master control and I heard the music go on. So 
I said, “Whatever. Yeah, he can call. We will pick up the phone.” 

I did not really believe it, but I did not want to put this on the 
producers who were getting ready for the show. So I just said, 
“Guys, I think they said the president of the United States might 
call, so think of some questions as we are doing the show.” He 
did not call for the hour. 

Once we were done, we were going to have coffee. It was 
going to be a long day, since it was Election Day. We were just 
about to leave when the Latin music programmer screams from 
master control, “The president is on the phone!” We race in. The 
programmer was almost paralyzed. He had all of the music 
faders up and all of the microphones down. And you hear in the 
salsa music, “Hello, is anyone there?” It was the president of 
the United States. I jump over the control board. I push up all 
the faders for the microphones so the whole room is hot. Every 
microphone is on. Then I bring down the music, and I say, “Yes, 
Mr. President. Um. I understand you are calling to get out the 
vote. Why should people vote? Many people feel that both the 
Republican and Democratic Parties are captured by the corpo¬ 
rations. What difference does a person’s vote make?” He an¬ 
swered the question. And he was still there. 

I then asked, “What about Leonard Peltier, the Native Amer¬ 
ican leader?” Leonard Peltier had been convicted of killing two 
FBI agents in the mid-1970s. Due to alleged FBI and prosecu¬ 
torial misconduct, many believe that Peltier had an unfair trial. 
President Clinton was considering whether to grant him clem¬ 
ency. It would be the first time he would address that issue. Mind 
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you, I had not planned for this. But he was on the phone, and no 
one had ever asked him about this publicly, and he talked about 
it, saying he would make a decision. (Clinton ultimately did not 
grant clemency to Peltier, who still remains imprisoned in Leav¬ 
enworth Federal Penitentiary. Clinton did, however, grant clem¬ 
ency to Marc Rich, a billionaire fugitive ex-husband of Clinton 
donor Christine Rich, and to several people associated with 
Clinton’s half-brother, Roger Clinton.) 

Then I asked him about the death penalty and why he chose 
to go back in his first term, when he was running for president, 
to preside over the execution of Ricky Ray Rector, who was brain 
damaged. I then asked him about the racial disparities and all 
the studies that had come out about who gets the death penalty. 
President Clinton said this was why we should vote for Plillary 
Clinton and Al Gore. I was a little confused. I said, “Well, why? 
They are for the death penalty.” And he said, “Well, yes, but they 
understand those studies.” I was thinking, “Well, wait a second, 
so it is better to vote for someone who is for this and understands 
the implications than someone who does not understand the im¬ 
plications and is for this?” Then I asked him about the sanctions 
against Iraq at the time and about the UN secretary and assistant 
secretary generals, too, who had quit saying they were geno- 
cidal. He said they were liars. I asked him about Ralph Nader. I 
asked him about racial profiling. Al Gore said if he were presi¬ 
dent, as the first act in office he would outlaw it. But I said, “You 
were both in power for eight years. Why did you not do it then?” 
It was the promise versus the record. 

At some point, Clinton made that comment about my tone. 
I had given him a chance, in full, to answer every question. But 
I think the reason he said that was because presidents rarely get 
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asked tough questions. In this country, journalists treat them as 
royalty on bended knee. Presidents are simply the employees of 
the American people. When this opportunity arose, I felt it was 
my responsibility to ask the questions so many people had asked 
for so long. For example, people are curious about the napaim¬ 
ing and bombing of Vieques, this island that was part of the 
United States. Vieques, which is part of Puerto Rico, was appro¬ 
priated by the U.S. Navy as a bombing target; this led to pollu¬ 
tion, the ruining of the livelihood of thousands, and ultimately 
the murder of a Vieques resident. 

The next day, the White House called and basically said 
I would be banned from going to the White House. I said, 
“What are you talking about? He called me. I did not call him.” 
They said that I did not follow the protocol. And I said, “What 
protocol?” 

“The questions we’d agreed to.” 

“Who’d agreed to?” 

They said, “We said that he would talk about getting out the 
vote. Maybe questions one, four, and seven of your questions 
were related, but the others ...” 

I said, “I had made no agreement. I submitted no questions 
to you.” 

They said, “We said he had two or three minutes.” 

I said, “For God’s sake, he is the most powerful man in the 
world. He can hang up if he wants to!” 

We talk about this incident in The Exception to the Rulers, 
what it means and why it is that these kinds of questions are not 
asked. It makes me think of Elisabeth Bumiller of the New York 
Times, who recently was asked at a forum why they did not ask 
tougher questions on the eve of the invasion with one of Presi¬ 
dent Bush’s extremely rare news conferences. She said—I am 
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paraphrasing—because the weight of history was on our shoul¬ 
ders. That is exactly when you ask the question, when you look 
at how many U.S. servicemen and -women have died in Iraq. If 
those questions are not asked, it does a disservice to the service¬ 
men and -women of this country, not to mention how many Iraqi 
civilians have died. Tens of thousands of people the U.S. admin¬ 
istration supposedly went in to liberate and to save are now dead. 
I did not consider it hostile questioning. I simply considered it 
doing my job. 

Question: You have dedicated your life to a career in pursuit of jour¬ 
nalistic integrity. In retrospect, do you think it is necessary to 
forsake the idea of family given your own experiences as a suc¬ 
cessful reporter, journalist, and activist? Do you have any regrets 
or feel as though you have missed out on something because you 
have dedicated your life to social activism? 

AG : I don’t know who actually said this, but it was a quote that always 
sticks with me: “I think back on my life at all the times I thought 
I went too far. I realize now I did not go far enough.” There is 
just so much that has to be done. It is not about sacrifice, though. 
I get great joy out of my work. Family can be defined in so many 
different ways; I have a wonderful family that I was born into, 
and the people I cover, in many cases, have become extended 
family. It is incredible the entree that you have into people’s lives 
with just a microphone and the trust that they place in you. 

I will briefly tell the story of East Timor, which is a story that 
we write about in The Exception to the Rulers. The idea is what 
all media should be and has fallen far short of; the media has 
reached an all-time low in this country. But it is not just about 
media. I think the most important role to play in life is as the ex¬ 
ception to the rulers. 

How many of you know the story of East Timor? I bet you 



252 


Distance and Proximity 


know it for one of two reasons: possibly Noam Chomsky, who 
wrote about it forever, or because of independent media. You are 
not going to get it from other places in this country. Corporate 
media hardly covered this for well over a decade. It is one of 
the worst genocides of the twentieth century. Indonesia invaded 
East Timor in 1975, just as East Timor, a small Catholic country 
that had been colonized by Portugal for many years, was gaining 
their independence from Portugal. Henry Kissinger was secre¬ 
tary of state. Gerald Ford was the president. They went to In¬ 
donesia and met with Suharto, the long-reigning Indonesian 
dictator, the day before the invasion and gave the go-ahead for 
the invasion. On December 7th, 1975, the Indonesian military 
invaded East Timor by land, by air, by sea, killing thousands of 
Timorese, then tens of thousands. They closed the country to 
the outside world, and for the next seventeen years, they killed 
off a third of the population, proportionately worse than what 
happened in Cambodia. 

In 1990 1 got a chance to go to Timor with my colleague Allan 
Nairn. We found a true hell on earth. In 1991 we went back be¬ 
cause for the first time a delegation commissioned by the UN 
was going to investigate the human rights situation. We wanted 
to see what happened. Allan and I followed a procession one day, 
November 12th, 1991, of a thousand people that walked from 
the main Catholic Church in Dili, Timor, three hundred miles 
north of Australia. On this day, the people were marching from 
the church to the cemetery. Many of the people were college 
age. There were thousands marching. Old women in the tradi¬ 
tional Timorese garb. Girls in their Catholic-school uniforms. 
Boys in their school shorts. They marched and they unfurled 
banners that they had written on bed sheets that said things like, 
“Why did the Indonesian military shoot our church?” They ap- 
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pealed to President Bush senior, they appealed to the UN, they 
appealed to anyone to do something about this killing field. 

In a land of no freedom of assembly, no freedom of press, no 
freedom of speech, the Timorese’s march to the cemetery was 
the biggest act of civil disobedience the Indonesian military had 
ever seen. When they got to the cemetery at about eight o’clock 
in the morning, everyone was crowded around. They were ex¬ 
hilarated, though very afraid. Thousands more had joined from 
home, work, and school. Then we saw from the direction the 
procession had come hundreds of Indonesian soldiers carrying 
their U.S. M-i6s at the ready position. People at the back were 
hemmed in by the walls of the cemetery. The soldiers marched 
up, twelve to fifteen abreast. Allan and I were asking people, 
“Why are you here?” They would say, “For my mother. For my 
sister. For my brother. For my village that was wiped out.” Then 
we saw these soldiers marching up. I put my headphones on. I 
always hid everything so that the soldiers would not see us in¬ 
terviewing Timorese. It would only endanger them. But now we 
knew the only hope might be if the soldiers saw Western jour¬ 
nalists. They had committed many massacres in the past, but 
never in front of Western journalists. I put my headphones on 
and held up my microphone like a flag. Allan put the camera 
above his head. At the time, he was writing for The New Yorker 
magazine; I was doing a documentary for Pacifica Badio. We 
walked to the front of the crowd. The soldiers marched up, still 
twelve to fifteen abreast. They rounded the corner. Without any 
warning, without any hesitation, without any provocation, they 
swept past us and opened fire on the crowd, gunning people 
down from right to left. The first to go down, a little boy behind 
us, exploded from the gunfire. And they kept on shooting. 

The soldiers beat me to the ground. Allan got a photograph 
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of them opening fire, and then he threw himself on top of me to 
protect me from further injury. They took their U.S. M-i6s, and 
they slammed them against his skull until they fractured it. We 
were lying in the road, covered in blood. Timorese were being 
killed all around us. A group of the soldiers came up and put 
their guns to our heads in firing squad fashion. They were 
screaming “Politik! Politik!” because to bear witness is political. 
They were also screaming “Australia!” Were we from Australia? 

We knew what had happened to the Australian journalists in 
1975 at the time of the invasion. They had lined five of them up 
against a house and executed them. There was one left. The day 
after the invasion, they dragged the last man, Roger East, who 
was reporting for The World out of the radio station in Dili, the 
capital. As he shouted that he was from Australia, they shot him 
into the harbor. The Australian government hardly raised a peep 
about these killings, maybe because a few years later they would 
sign the Timor Gap Treaty with Indonesia, dividing up the oil 
spoils that belonged to Timor between Indonesia and Australia. 
Oil has been the source of so much pain in the world. 

As we lay on the ground, we said, “No, we are not from Aus¬ 
tralia. America. America.” We were stripped of everything at 
that point, still lying in the road. The only thing I had left was my 
passport, and I threw it at them. At some point, they decided to 
take the guns from our heads. We believe because we were from 
the same country their weapons were from, they would have to 
pay a price for killing us that they had never had to pay for the 
Timorese. They moved on. 

A Red Cross Jeep pulled up, and we got into it. Dozens of 
Timorese jumped on top of it and on top of us. We drove like 
that, as a human mass, to the hospital. When we got to the hos- 
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pital, the doctors and nurses started to cry when they saw us. We 
were not in worse shape than the Timorese. Hundreds of Timor¬ 
ese were killed on that day—more than 270—and that number 
matters. But I think they cried because of the things we repre¬ 
sent to the people not only of East Timor but all over the world: 
one is the sword and the other the shield. We are the sword 
because all too often the U.S. government provides military 
weapons to repressive regimes or uses them against other popu¬ 
lations themselves. But Americans also represent the shield. It is 
the idea that every little act we engage in makes such a differ¬ 
ence in the world because we come from the most powerful 
country on earth. Just a call to a Congress member or a walk to 
Harvard Square in protest for workers’ rights is heard around 
the world. Especially when you come from the most powerful in¬ 
stitution in the most powerful country in the world, it makes an 
enormous difference. They know that. On that day, that shield 
was bloody; it just increased their despair. 

By 1999, the people of East Timor finally got a chance to vote. 
Incredible what they had asked for all those years. And in 2002, 
they won their freedom. Allan Nairn and I returned on May 
19th, 2002, to join with the people of East Timor to cover them 
as they celebrated their independence. Out on the sandy plain 
of Tasi Tolo, outside of Dili, the people gathered a hundred 
thousand strong. As the clock struck midnight, Xanana Gusmao, 
the rebel leader of East Timor, now the founding president, as¬ 
cended the stage and raised the flag of the Democratic Repub¬ 
lic of East Timor. The people looked up at the fireworks display, 
and you could see the light of the display in their tear-stained 
faces. This nation of survivors had won. They had resisted, and 
they had won, though they had paid an unbelievably high price. 
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They won because of their own persistence and resistance, 
but also because of the solidarity of people all over the world. 
They knew they could not do it without them. It left an indelible 
image, and it follows me everywhere I go, every day I do the 
broadcast. 

Whatever age you are, whatever you are doing—whether you 
are a student or a professor, employed or unemployed, a janitor, 
a painter, working in the school bookstore or the cafeteria— 
every hour of every day we have a decision to make. And that is 
whether to be the sword or the shield. 
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